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Abstract 
This thesis is an attempt to relate three ideas, namely, 'alienation', 
‘impressionism，，and nihilism, which are all quite apparent in Joseph Conrad's works. 
However, this endeavour to link up the three ideas is not arbitrary - all three are in fact 
intricately related. 'Alienation' will first be investigated in detail because it is the most 
noticeable feature in Conrad's works. From this most obvious element, the thesis will, 
step by step, work its way into the essence of Conrad's 'philosophy'. 
This thesis will first explain what 'alienation' is precisely in Conrad's works. 
This task is by no means easy: although the sense of 'alienation' seems to be quite 
obvious in his novels, Conrad always tends to promise some generalization of life, some 
comment on life, through this 'sense of alienation', and at the same time refrain from 
doing so by some gruff remarks. The sense of 'alienation' is definitely there, but the 
meaning behind is under a heavy veil. 
Unveiling this sense of 'alienation' will show what helps produce it: Conrad's 
'impressionism'. It is the deployment of Conrad's very own 'literary impressionism' that 
renders the sense of 'alienation'. This thesis will argue that, for Conrad at least, writing 
‘impressionistically' yields a vague mist of 'alienation'. However, this investigation 
does not find its end here: there should be something that accounts for this literary 
technique, something that encourages the deployment of this technique. 
It will eventually be shown that there is a peculiar 'philosophy' that supports 
everything, encourages the 'impressionistic' technique, which in turn yields a sense of 
'alienation'. Conrad's worldview is basically an anti-Nietzschean 'philosophy', a form 
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of nihilism. Conrad offers subtle critiques of Nietzsche in his novels, and through these 
critiques Conrad's own peculiar form of nihilism is revealed. 
In the course of this investigation, stress will be put on three of Conrad's novels, 
namely, Heart of Darkness (1899), The Secret Agent (1907), and Under Western Eves 
(1911). 
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Introduction 
Joseph Conrad's works require patient readers. The oppressively bleak 
atmosphere and his style of writing may seem inhibiting to many a casual reader. 
Carefully sculpted sentences may seem at once foreign and too articulately English. 
Both his style of writing and the subject matter of his works, no matter how 
harmoniously they go together, suggest to readers an undertone of pain and suffering 
which may not be very becoming. This undertone of pain and suffering does not seem to 
offer any sense of transcendence or salvation - the works themselves seem to be trapped 
forever in purgatory without the slightest gleam of hope. This distinctive characteristic is 
exactly what a casual reader would find repulsive. Any attempt of identification is 
inhibited. No sense of belonging can survive the vast desert of meticulously crafted 
words. The artist himself hides under layers of perspectives while characters of his 
creation hide themselves in their own. It looks too much like a masquerade in which no 
participants can ever take off their masks - not a soul is penetrable. Inevitably, under this 
gloomy atmosphere, a peculiarly vague notion of 'alienation' begins to creep into 
readers' minds. Everything is 'alienated' — the artist alienates his works from himself; 
the characters are alienated from each other; all of them feel alienated from the 
environment. No matter how vague and obscure it may be, the word 'alienation' gives 
life to itself, hanging in the air like a spectre with a mystic glow. This spectre is at once 
unmistakably visible and yet curiously insubstantial. It may not be appealing to a casual 
reader, but it does seem appealing to an enormous quantity of critical minds. However 
mediocre, these particular minds rejoice in inconsequential and imprecise quasi-
philosophical speculations. Many critical investigations have been launched to tackle 
this elusive sense of 'alienation' in Conrad's works but none of them seem to be able to 
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reach the core of Conrad's 'philosophy'. After all, what is the significance of this sense 
of 'alienation'? After all, what is 'alienation'? 
Many great minds are wasted in the endeavour of probing the philosophical 
implications along the mystical line of 'alienation'. No one ever seems to be able to give 
a satisfactory explication of this intriguing term. Invariably critics either come up with 
loads of philosophical jargon to patch up a mosaic and 'impressionistic' analysis, or, 
worse still, strain the plastic sheet of 'alienation' over a salad bowl of philosophical 
theories. The picture would definitely be distorted as a result: it is either that new 
complicated theories are unduly attributed to Conrad or that Conrad's works are reduced 
to one of the many demonstrative examples of some ancient philosophical theories. 
Neither case is desirable. The first two chapters of the present thesis are，in a manner of 
speaking, a demystification of 'alienation'. It is an attempt to drive away the spectre that 
has long been haunting Conrad's works and to provide a more sensible and precise 
explanation to the phenomenon. The first chapter is a detailed discussion of the 
circumstances in his works that evoke the spectre. The second chapter seeks to reveal a 
sensible explanation of this supernatural entity. This revelation will prove to be opening 
up a threshold to a brand new world that conforms more agreeably to Conrad's own 
personal worldview. 
Before venturing into this new world the adventurer should know the spell that 
opens up the threshold. To be more articulate, the spell is 'literary impressionism'. This 
is precisely what other adventurers fail to see. They fail to see this very mechanical 
image projector behind the spectre which they think is indeed a supernatural 
phenomenon and thus come up with all sorts of supernatural explanations. The second 
chapter is an attempt to elucidate what exactly ‘literary impressionism' is and how it can 
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explain the 'alienation' phenomenon. This phenomenon will prove to be encouraged by 
the deployment of 'impressionistic' techniques in literature. This technique on Conrad's 
part has been talked about ever since F. M. Ford (or F. M. Heuffer) wrote a controversial 
biography of Conrad upon his dea th�Yet , 'literary impressionism' has always been as 
mythical as the 'alienation' phenomenon. Obscure critics have contributed a lot to this 
mythology. To be imprecise and to keep any -ism under heavy veil are excellent tactics 
that guarantee peace to an indolent mind. They succeed very well in meticulously 
evoking another spectre that they christen as 'impressionism' behind the host of 
'alienation'. Indeed, this -ism wants a clearer and more down-to-earth explication. Any 
attempt of reducing it to a 'movement' is doomed for there has never been a troop of 
self-proclaimed 'literary impressionists'. It is actually a legitimate son of the modernist 
lineage that presents a new worldview. The fact that impressionism originates in 
painting gives rise to all sorts of philosophical speculations on the transformation of a 
'painterly' art to a 'literary' one. Complications eventually emerge due to the difficulty 
of such a transformation. 'Literary impressionism，，which could have been a very good 
explanation of the 'alienation' phenomenon, thus again plunges into unfathomable 
obscurity. 'Impressionism' is only a matter of style that represents a modernist 
worldview. There is nothing very profound under the name. If there were any, 
impressionism would be only another footman who holds the door to another room — a 
room that houses, in a manner of speaking, Conrad's 'philosophy', or to be more 
precise, Conrad being everything but a ruthless philosopher, his implied 'antithesis' of a 
certain philosophy. It is most unpardonable on the critics' part to have mistaken the 
footman for the host. 
‘Ford, F. M. Joseph Conrad: A Personal Remembrance. 
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Comparison between Conrad and Nietzsche has long been drawn by many critics 
ever since Conrad's works were published. Analyses along this line have never been 
conclusive, largely because Conrad's works are among the most impervious to 
philosophical analysis. He seems to be presenting a dubious worldview that is at once 
profound and obscure. But surely any charlatans can fake profundity by evoking a heavy 
mist of obscure language. Conrad, without doubt, is not one of these jesters dancing 
behind a translucent curtain. All of his works, when considered together, seem to be 
pointing to a certain direction. They give a mosaic picture without hard outline. Such a 
presentation of a worldview is free of brute reason, free of the dead and stiff language of 
philosophical arguments. Conrad's starting point is life itself, as with most writers, but 
what makes him stand tall from the rest is that there seems to be some kind of 
unphilosophical 'philosophy', distilled from his experience, hiding behind the stories. 
One may still argue that many a writer has his own philosophy anyway. Such a 
devil's advocate may have missed the fact that many writers have indeed their own 
philosophies, but none of them is as articulate as Conrad. This is rather paradoxical. He 
is articulate yet not pointed - there are many ideas and opinions on humanity but he is 
not patching up events to make a story in order to demonstrate ideas. He has struck a 
precarious balance between the mystic obscurity of poetic language and the dead and 
stiff philosophical arguments. 
This precarious balance is indeed tempting. Critics resist this temptation by 
yielding to it - they invariably perform philosophical vivisections on him. They do this 
marvelous job either by stuffing and cramming him into some prescribed philosophical 
constructs, thus books with titles like Conrad, s Existentialism or Conrad, s 
Impressionism are never lacking; or they do it by 're-constructing' a system of 
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philosophy name-tagged as 'Conrad's'. Both endeavours are unwarranted and 
unwarrantable. In fact, as I am going to demonstrate in Chapter Three, Conrad's 
‘philosophy，，if there is indeed such a thing at all, is the very antithesis of Nietzsche's 
nihilism. Conrad's philosophy can be said to be a form of nihilism but it receives a 
completely different treatment when compared with the German philosopher. 
Intriguingly, in order to understand this seemingly far-fetched and dialectical interplay 
between the novelist and the philosopher, one should look carefully into Conrad's very 
own worldview that can hardly be traced in his fictions but is given full voice in his 
letters and autobiographical writings. However, this does not mean that Conrad is 
intentionally smothering his own worldview in his fictional works and pretending to be a 
different person. Curiously enough, Conrad is trying to present in his fictions a world 
that is a negative mirror image of his convictions. The tragedies that he writes of take 
place in a world devoid of any of Conrad's most cherished values. They are, in a sense, 
literary experiments. He wants to see what the world would end up like when it is devoid 
of the elements in humanity that he finds precious. 
Modernist writers see a world where the metaphysical is dead — there is no 
absolute truth. Joseph Conrad is the most distinguished of all for he sees nothing behind 
the artificial and arbitrary moral construct. He sees ‘darkness’ behind the comforting 
facade. He sees the universe as a meaningless void. All humanity has constructed a 
platform over the void so as to live. He sees the lie, the artificiality of the platform, its 
makeshift nature, but, intriguingly, he affirms the importance of the lie. Not only so, he 
even thinks that this act of deception is noble and dignified. This is indeed 
controversially paradoxical. Conrad is very well aware of what lies behind humanity -
the primitiveness, the chaos, the abyss, the inarticulate and mute character behind many 
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of his novels, threatening to swallow man. He comes face to face with this void and 
chooses to contain it with a lie. This is by no means cowardly. This is the only way to 
live. It is not cowardly for the recognition of the void on the perceiver's part is already 
heroic. Recognizing it and keeping on living with the lie is more heroic still because this 
kind of life is a dangerous tightrope walk. Many of Conrad's creatures have 
demonstrated this point very well: they either fall into the void or die upon the 
recognition of the lie. 
All these serve as a severe criticism of Nietzsche's philosophy. Nietzsche, in The 
Birth of Tragedy, Beyond Good and Evil. The Genealogy of Morals and Thou Spake 
Zarathustra, points out clearly the void behind the lie - the artificiality of human 
morality. He despises such a lie most passionately. He insists on living with the sheer 
force of will to power. Such a tremendous force is supposed to break through all 
pretence and guarantee a healthy life without deception — this is sincere, but utterly 
inhuman. The recognition of the void itself may not be a great achievement but the path 
one chooses to take after the recognition can make a man a giant. The writer and the 
philosopher take very different paths. But, paradoxically, when Nietzsche looks at 
himself in a glass, he sees something like Conrad's face: both live courageously with the 
lie - Nietzsche lives idealistically in the hope of breaking through the lie; Conrad lives 
perilously and practically with the lie, in flesh and blood, and in agony. 
Before proceeding to the first chapter, I should say a few words about the 
peculiar ‘style’ of the present thesis. The diction employed and the proceedings of 
arguments may strike many readers as utterly ‘un-academic，. My 'style' of presenting 
arguments is a natural consequence of my conviction: I believe it is high time that we 
stopped cramming Joseph Conrad into philosophical systems or constructing a unique 
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philosophical system for him by means of dead and stiff philosophical jargons. I might 
have brought to readers' minds Nietzsche's polemics and his contempt for 'systems' and 
'literary decadence': 
What is the mark of every literary decadence? That life no longer resides 
in the whole. The word becomes sovereign and leaps out of the sentence, 
the sentence reaches out and obscures the meaning of the page, and the 
page comes to life at the expense of the whole — the whole is no longer a 
whole. This, however, is the simile of every style of decadence: every 
time there is an anarchy of atoms. (The Case of Wagner, 7) 
Walter Kaufmann explains very well what this means: 
The sustained grandeur of Iliad or Spinoza's Ethics, of Shakespeare's and 
Goethe's dramas, Beethoven's music and Hegel's system seems to be a 
matter of the past; and in modem books, whether literary or 
philosophical, we generally applaud a few great insights or a certain 
sketch or chapter more than the total work. (Kaufmann, 73) 
Nietzsche, to exercise his glorious 'will to power' to overcome weaknesses, writes 
deliberately in aphorisms in order to overcome this modem decadence of clever 
aphorisms. He manages to overcome it ingeniously by housing his whole philosophy in 
every single aphorism. All his seemingly boisterous and insolent aphorisms point to one 
direction. His philosophy can only be understood by cross-reference of all aphorisms. 
The spirit of my 'style' is similar to Nietzsche's but I do not profess myself to be 
as ingenious as the German philosopher. Such glorious attempts of heroic self-
overcoming are only reserved for a few genuine geniuses. For I cannot even dream of 
falling into this lot, I resolve to take the line of least resistance — I try to be less 
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systematic but by no means lose sight of where my arguments are going. Readers should 
find the proceedings of arguments not difficult to follow but at the same time not as 
rigidly academic as 'standard' theses. Nietzsche writes aphorisms in order to overcome 
aphoristic decadence. But, being far below him, I dare not profess to be able to break 
systems by being utterly systematic. I will never be able to resolve the contradiction 
between writing utterly systematically about Conrad's 'philosophy' and blaming critics 
for cramming Conrad systematically into certain philosophies. My 'style' can be called 
'essayist' but I believe I have not crossed the boundary of acceptability and good taste. 
Although 'essayist', this paper is not polemical. I simply dare not venture to strike the 
impossible balance between polemics and good taste. I believe this thesis is still safely in 
the realm of being academically sound and essayist at the same time. 
8 
Dickson Cheung Ching Lap s02051120 - Mphil thesis - 2004 - Bibliography 
Chapter One - “Alienation，and The Grotesque 
The sense of 'alienation' in Conrad's novels is unmistakably distinct. Invariably 
characters of his creation live in a world that is hostile and threatening to any mortals. 
This is, in a way, a form of de-familiarization. Conrad presents vividly the 
incomprehensible side of human existence that usually lies dormant in broad daylight. 
We are dancing on a wood plank on a scaffold over an abyss, but by mere force of habit, 
we ignore this fact and convince ourselves that we are running freely on unshakable 
grassland that extends infinitely. Life runs past so fast in front of our eyes that all sorts 
of impressions and sensations bombard and jade our sensitivity. In order to process these 
bombardments we have to develop habits. Habit after habit we link our conscious life up 
in a chain. To stretch the previous metaphor a bit further, we are not exactly dancing on 
the one spot on one wood plank over an abyss: to be precise, we are running, with our 
heads held high, admiring a distant glow of a setting sun or the spectacle of a rising 
moon, lost in a beautiful scenery, on a chain of wood planks that make up something 
with a slight resemblance of a bridge, over the abyss. We have been running, day in day 
out, on this chain of habits, lost in a distant view, without realizing the gaps between the 
planks and the flimsy manner in which they are linked. Joseph Conrad slows us down 
and makes us see what is beneath our feet. He catches that 'fleeting moment' of 
experience, slows it down and freezes it. Once this moment is frozen, much will be 
revealed. The commonest thing in our running life becomes the most absurd; the most 
normal gains a tint of the uncanny. Our life in slow motion reveals a seemingly special 
form of the uncanny and the absurd, which I take the liberty of calling, however 
arbitrarily for the time being, 'alienation'. 
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'Alienation' is a very vague term. It may appear curiously distinct as the 
'atmosphere' or 'tone' of Conrad's works. But saying that the 'atmosphere' or 'tone' is 
alienating does not help much in clarifying the term. A philosophical investigation into 
the term may be fruitful in some other ways but will inevitably lead us astray from the 
present quest. None of any known systems of philosophy (if such gross generalization 
were allowed) is applicable to Conrad's works. His works can by no means be argued 
into showing any form of allegiance to any such systems. This assertion will be 
furnished with a detailed analysis in the second chapter. For the sake of convenience, I 
call the distinct phenomenon found in his works 'alienation'. However, this should not 
be taken as gross carelessness on my part, for the grotesque, the uncanny, the hostile 
atmosphere, and the impossibility of interpersonal communication, that are evidently 
manifest in Conrad's works, cannot be possibly pointing to anything else but a vague 
mist of 'alienation'. Although this destination is enveloped in heavy fog, the path 
leading to it will not take us very far from truth. 'Alienation', as will be shown in 
subsequent chapters, is a mere facade of something profound, a frame through which we 
can take a glimpse of what is inside, the cleavages between the planks through which we 
see what is underneath our feet. An instant philosophical analysis of the term itself will 
prove to be improperly premature. 
A common sense understanding of the term 'alienation' is simply that a person 
feels hostility in the environment he is living in. He does not feel he belongs to his place 
of abode. This loose definition of the term may seemingly conform to the philosophy of 
existentialism. It inevitably reminds many a reader of works by Albert Camus or Jean 
Paul Sartre. The notion of ‘thrownness，，that a person is 'thrown' into a situation without 
any idea why and how such and such responsibilities, as the unpredictable consequences 
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of certain events, are thrown at him, is indeed tempting to many a careless reader to 
adhere Conrad to existentialism. Indeed, there are quite a few points of intersection 
between Conrad's ideas and the philosophy, but crossed paths do not necessarily point to 
the same destination. Existentialism concerns mainly the absurdity of the consequences 
of action. Conrad, however, has nothing to do with this philosophical conviction. He 
sees 'alienation' in a new light. Through the grotesque and the impossibility of 
interpersonal communication Conrad reveals his own particular sense of 'alienation'. 
The grotesque is the most prominent manifestation of 'alienation'. This is 
perhaps an aspect that has been very much overlooked. The significance of the grotesque 
in Conrad's fictions has never been properly recognized. Indeed Conrad has tried and 
succeeded in putting everything under heavy fog. Edgar Allan Poe can be considered 
another extreme. His grotesque is obviously too loud; so loud that his fictional world 
seems to be a creation of a mere whim of the moment. One does not expect to bump into 
Mr. Convolvulus Gondola with white eyelashes and sporting a pair of green spectacles 
every other day. Perhaps this is because Poe's world is much more 'staged', more of an 
exaggerated feverish nightmare. Conrad's grotesque is subtler. It permeates through 
everyday life with a peculiar sincerity of tone. It should not be, however, considered a 
mere caricature of life. The severity and gravity of treatment does not allow any form of 
caricature. Poe may shock to induce laughter but Conrad shocks to produce dreadful 
hilarity. Conrad's world is at once fantastically grotesque yet unbelievably real. 
Characterization is an area where the grotesque is most notable. Heart of 
Darkness, a work that has been talked about ad nauseam, is a very good example of a 
permeating grotesque. The very beginning of the novel already has a flavour of it. It is at 
once quite improbable and realistic. On the cruising yawl, the Nellie, there sit four 
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largely mute characters and a sailor who keeps talking to himself for two to three hours� 
The grotesque does not lie in the sailor's super-human eloquence but in the nature of the 
listeners. There are altogether five of them: the narrator, a Director of Companies, an 
Accountant, a Lawyer, and Marlow the sailor. Nothing is known about the listeners 
except that the Director happens to be the little boat's pilot and that the lawyer, being 
‘the best of old fellows', has the only cushion and rug on deck. Why and how the five of 
them from so diverse professions end up spinning yams on the Nellie are not mentioned. 
The 'framing' of this narration has been much talked about but it seems the grotesque 
nature of it has passed unnoticed. Before a reader begins to notice and question the 
bizarre nature of the characters, his attention has already been swiftly drawn to Marlow. 
The narrator is very much alert throughout Marlow's yam but he remains unidentified. 
He becomes no more than a voice, an invisible consciousness lingering in the air as the 
tale grows, observing Marlow intently. This bizarre, if not altogether awkward, frame of 
narration is the fundamental frame to the subsequent narrative and it provides the whole 
tale with an undercurrent of the grotesque. The existence of the company of five is not 
absolutely inconceivable or inexplicable (in fact, four of them are based on a group of 
Conrad's friends: G.F.H. Hope (a company director); W.B. Keen (an accountant); and T. 
L. Mears (a lawyer)) but Conrad breathes strange air into the characters by introducing 
only the titles of their professions (all capitalized). Their professions make their co-
existence on a yawl incongruous. This incongruity is never sufficiently accounted for 
and thus produces a sense of abnormalcy. This effect of abnormalcy is not relieved but 
doubly intensified instead when Marlow's appearance is described: 
‘According to the Author's Note of Lord Jim, Marlow's yam can usually be read aloud from beginning to 
end, with the help of a glass of water, in less than three hours - a sarcastic response to critics' complaint 
that his tales are too long to be told continuously by one person. 
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Marlow sat crossed legged right aft, leaning against the mizzenmast. He 
has sunken cheeks, a yellow complexion, a straight back, an ascetic 
aspect, and, with his arms dropped, the palms of hands outwards, 
resembled an idol. (16) 
The resemblance to a sitting Buddha in meditation is very obvious. A Buddha with a 
company of Englishmen on a yawl on the Kent shore of the Thames estuary is not 
exactly the commonest sight in Europe. Marlow is a prophet floating above deck. The 
first thing that the narrator hears him utter does not help to bring him back on deck: 
'"And this also", said Marlow suddenly, "has been one of the dark places of the earth.'" 
(18) The grotesque, if not shock, is quite complete with this utterance. Marlow's two 
hours' lecture begins with this remark, leaving behind unresolved enigmas of the frame, 
which grows and gradually acquire a character of a grotesque undercurrent. 
This undercurrent asserts itself and acquires a strange character of its own when 
Marlow's monologue is punctuated in several instances by anonymous and brief remarks 
of the listeners and the narrator. After the first five pages of the book, there are only five 
instances in which Marlow’s monologue is interrupted, and only by remarks no more 
than a few lines if put together.^ What begins as a grotesque frame of setting disappears 
after the first five pages but does not die out altogether. Voices, which are not 
characteristic at all, come up five times to drag the monologue back to the cruising yawl 
in London. In this manner, the initial frame gradually develops into an undercurrent, 
reminding readers of the grotesque beginning of the tale. The grotesque does not die at 
the end of the story either - instead it produces a vague feeling that lingers beyond the 
end. The narrator's concluding remarks do not seem to suggest any sense of symmetrical 
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beauty. Contrasting with the opening five pages of anonymous narration, the narrator 
speaks at the end for the length of only seven lines, which do not resemble very much of 
a concluding remark: 
Marlow ceased, and sat apart, indistinct and silent, in the pose of a 
meditating Buddha. Nobody moved for a time. 'We have lost the first of 
the ebb," said the Director, suddenly. I raised my head. The offing was 
barred by a black bank of clouds, and the tranquil waterway leading to 
the uttermost ends of the earth flowed sombre under an overcast sky -
seemed to lead into the heart of an immense darkness. (123-124) 
The grotesque beginning shows itself again in these few lines that linger. Its significance 
lies exactly in this asymmetry that conveys a sense of gloomy infinitude. 
I believe this technique of vague characterization that transforms into a grotesque 
framework of story telling is ingeniously unprecedented. The grotesque as an 
undercurrent is effectively sustained and it echoes with some other bizarre 
characterizations which are relatively more concrete in Marlow's monologue. Kurtz is 
the major grotesque figure in Heart of Darkness: both indubitably major and grotesque. 
He is the core of the whole adventure of Marlow- Marlow makes their rendezvous his 
primary objective of his mission. However, Marlow does not confront Kurtz face to face 
until the last twenty pages, and the first few words that Kurtz utters after much ado are 'I 
am glad'. After ninety-seven pages (of the one hundred and twenty-four) of anticipation, 
Kurtz does not appear to be much of a surprise, or indeed it should be a tremendous 
shock to readers, for he seems to be only something between an apparition and an 
invalid. He utters ‘I am glad' and then remains mute for another ten pages. Kurtz is in 
2 These instances appear on P. 50，60，80，123, and 124. 
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fact nothing but a voice. Marlow's very first direct interaction with Kurtz is rendered 
like this: 
We had brought him [Kurtz's] belated correspondence, and a lot of torn 
envelopes and open letters littered in his bed. His hand roamed feebly 
amongst these papers. I [Marlow] was struck by the fire of his eyes and 
the composed languor of his expression. It was not so much the 
exhaustion of disease. He did not seem in pain. This shadow looked 
satiated and calm, as though for the moment it had had its fill of all the 
emotions. [...] The volume of tone he emitted without effort, almost 
without the trouble of moving his lips, amazed me. A voice! A voice! It 
was grave, profound, vibrating. While the man did not seem capable of a 
whisper. (98) 
Kurtz is nothing more than a corpse with a voice. He is dreadfulness and hilarity 
personified in the same body. He is at once weak and fierce. Here in the characterization 
of Kurtz we can already see Conrad's marvelous trick of oxymoron as seen in The 
Secret Agent (which will be discussed later in this chapter). Kurtz represents what it is 
meant to be 'fiercely impotent' or 'impotently fierce' (43). Hilarity is the most important 
element in the grotesque. Without a sense of hilarity what is meant to be grotesque will 
inevitably slip into something merely dreadful. An alchemical union of incongruous 
features is an ingenious way to balance hilarity and dreadfulness to produce the 
grotesque. 
Almost nobody in Heart of Darkness is spared Conrad's delicate treatment of 
hilarity and dreadfulness. There is a first-class agent responsible for ‘the making of 
bricks' (45) but not a fragment of a brick can be found at the site and it is inconceivable 
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that there are materials for making bricks. His looks are classically devilish: 'young, 
gentlemanly, a bit reserved, with a forked little beard and a hooked nose.' (45) He seems 
threatening and dangerous in a sense that he would do everything to secure a promotion. 
But to Marlow he is merely a 'papier-mache Mephistopheles': ‘[•..] it seems to me that 
if I tried I could poke my forefinger through him, and would find nothing inside but a 
little loose dirt, maybe.' (48) 
Marlow always manages to dig out hilarious elements from something dreadful. 
A hollow Mephistopheles made of papier-mache is trying to make bricks with straw. (45) 
Marlow calls the company of white men in Congo 'the pilgrims' for they always have 
long staffs in their hands. One of them onboard his steamship is 'a little fat man, with 
sandy hair and red whiskers, who wore side-spring boots, and pink pajamas tucked into 
his socks.' (68) A pair of pink pajamas in the wilderness may be becoming. What is 
more becoming still is their manner of self-defence: they fire their Martini-Henris at the 
savages in a bush not from the shoulder but from the hip with their eyes shut. (86) 
Kurtz's follower, a Russian sailor, looks unmistakably like a harlequin with an outfit 
coloured like a map of Africa: 
His clothes had been made of some stuff that was brown holland 
probably, but it was covered with patches all over, with bright patches, 
blue, red, and yellow, - patches on elbows, on knees; coloured binding 
round his jacket, scarlet edging at the bottom of his trousers; and the 
sunshine made him look extremely gay and wonderfully neat withal, 
because you could see how beautifully all this patching had been done. 
(87) 
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To produce the grotesque, this clownish joviality is again balanced off by a dubious 
shade of insanity: he has 'beardless, boyish face, very fair, no features to speak of, nose 
peeling, little blue eyes, smiles and frowns chasing each other over that open 
countenance like sunshine and shadow on a wind-swept plain.' (87) 
Conrad's alchemy of the grotesque in characterization in The Secret Agent is the 
most prominent among his works, for he adds an extra dose of hilarity into the cauldron. 
This extra dose includes an acidly and sarcastically detached semi-omniscient narrator 
and a superb oxymoron-juggling. In a privileged position of absolute detachment, the 
semi-omniscient narrator manages to show no mercy in presenting characters with utter 
scom. Not a soul is saved from the cauldron. Adolf Verloc is the prime victim. The 
narrator feeds Verloc's indolence to his scom: 
His idleness was not hygienic, but it suited him very well. He was in a 
manner devoted to it with a sort of inert fanaticism, or perhaps rather with 
a fanatical inertness. Bom of industrious parents for a life of toil, he had 
embraced indolence from an impulse as profound as inexplicable and as 
imperious as the impulse which directs a man's preference for one 
particular woman in a given thousand. [...] He required a more perfect 
form of ease; or it might have been that he was the victim of a 
philosophical unbelief in the effectiveness of every human effort. Such a 
form of indolence requires, implies，a certain amount of intelligence. (12) 
However, Verloc,s intelligence does not amount to much, for in a desperate feat to prove 
himself useful to his superior, he demonstrates in his superior's office how usefully loud 
his voice is: 
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His voice, famous for years at open-air meetings and at workmen's 
assemblies in large halls, had contributed, he said, to his reputation of a 
good and trustworthy comrade. It was, therefore, a part of his usefulness. 
[...]There was no uproar above which he could not make himself heard, 
he added. (12) 
It may not be a matter of sheer coincidence that quite a number of characters of 
Conrad's creation are left with nothing but a voice. Kurtz and Verloc are grotesque in a 
similar way - all they have is an impotently loud voice. It should be noted that a mere 
voice implies no substance whatsoever. They are ugly, in a gargoyle-like fashion, 
incredibly slim or incredibly fat, hollow, and they are loud - a perfect combination of 
the grotesque and a vivid demonstration of what it means, as the saying goes, by 'empty 
vessels make most noise'. 
The grotesque of the band of terrorists that Verloc entertains at home is no less 
perfect. Besides his remarkable ugliness and old-age, Karl Yundt also harbours a 'worn-
out passion, resembling in its impotent fierceness the excitement of a senile sensualist.' 
(43) His impotence is very fierce: 
He had never in his life raised personally as much as his little finger 
against the social edifice. He was no man of action; he was not even an 
orator of torrential eloquence, sweeping the masses along in the rushing 
noise and foam of a great enthusiasm. With a more subtle intention, he 
took the part of an insolent and venomous evoker of sinister impulse 
which lurk in the blind envy and exasperated vanity of ignorance [...]. 
(48) 
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Karl Yundt is the definitive of a fierce invalid. Michaelis, the ticket-of-leave apostle, 
seems to be the only one who has a certain level of intelligence, but in fact such 
intelligence does not take him very far from stupidity. His manner of thinking is most 
curious: 
Michaelis pursued his idea - the idea of his solitary reclusion - the 
thought vouchsafed to his capacity and growing like a faith revealed in 
vision. He talked to himself, indifferent to the sympathy or hostility of his 
hearers, [...] from the habit he had acquired of thinking aloud hopefully 
in the solitude of the four whitewashed walls of his cell. [...] He was no 
good in discussion, not because any amount of argument could shake his 
faith, but because the mere fact of hearing another voice disconcerted him 
painfully, confusing his thoughts at once - these thoughts that for so 
many years in a mental solitude more barren than a waterless desert, no 
living voice had ever combated, commented, or approved. (45) 
In a way, like Kurtz and Verloc, Michaelis is but a voice. His intellectual grotesque is 
enhanced by his unwholesome appearance. His voice comes out wheezed, 'as if 
deadened and oppressed by the layer of fat on his chest.' (41) He has cultivated ‘an 
enormous stomach and distended cheeks of a pale, semi-transparent complexion, as 
though for fifteen years the servants of an outraged society had made a point of stuffing 
him with fattening foods in a damp and lightless cellar.' (41) 
The grotesque does not only come in the form of obesity. It also appears as 
emaciated bodies. Mr. Vladimir and the Assistant Commissioner fall into this lot. There 
is nothing particularly striking in Mr. Vladimir's appearance and intellect, except his 
manners: 
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His wit consisted in discovering droll connections between incongruous 
ideas; and when talking in that strain he sat well forward on his seat, with 
his left hand raised, as if exhibiting his funny demonstrations between the 
thumb and forefinger, while his round and clean-shaven face wore an 
expression of merry perplexity. (19) 
‘An expression of merry perplexity' is, if possible at all, difficult to achieve, and so is 
his accent. He speaks fluent French and 'idiomatic English' without the slightest touch 
of a foreign accent, but when he is agitated he bursts into ‘an amazing guttural 
intonation not only utterly un-English, but absolutely un-European.' (24) The Assistant 
Commissioner, although without any peculiarity in his manners, is 'a queer, foreign-
looking chap.' (214) He looks like a foreign fish out of a dried aquarium: 
He was tall and thin, and wore his moustaches twisted up [...]. His long, 
bony face rose out of a turned up collar. He was a little splashed, a little 
wet. (198) 
The fact that the Professor is a walking gargoyle is incontestable, and his 
hilarious nihilistic logic goes very well with his looks. It should be exactly what a 
gargoyle would have in mind if it were granted the faculty of reasoning: 
His flat, large ears departed widely from the sides of his skulls; [...] the 
dome of the forehead seemed to rest on the rim of the spectacles; the flat 
cheeks, of a greasy, unhealthy complexion, were merely smudged by the 
miserable poverty of a thin dark whisker. The lamentable inferiority of 
the whole physique was made ludicrous by the supremely self-confident 
bearing of the individual. His speech was curt, and he has a particularly 
impressive manner of keeping silent. (62) 
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In a word, the Professor is a perfect gargoyle. 
However, in Under Western Eves, explicitly gargoyle-like characters are 
relatively few. The gargoyle appears in a totally different shape. It still appears, in the 
realm of characterization, but in a more subtle way. The grotesque is in the 'Russian 
soul' in general. The narrator of the story, the language teacher, sums up nicely the 
absurdity in the 'Russian soul' at the beginning of the story. The vividness of the 
grotesque is so very nicely put that the passage has to be quoted in its entirety: 
Yet I confess that I have no comprehension of the Russian character. The 
illogicality of their attitude, the arbitrariness of their conclusions, the 
frequency of the exceptional, should present no difficulty to a student of 
many grammars. [...] What must remain striking to a teacher of language 
is the Russian's extraordinary love of words. They gather them up; they 
cherish them, but they don't hoard them in their breasts; on the contrary, 
they are always ready to pour them out by the hour or by the night with 
an enthusiasm, a sweeping abundance, with such an aptness of 
application sometimes that, as in the case of very accomplished parrots, 
one can't defend oneself from the suspicion that they really understand 
what they say. There is a generosity in their ardour of speech which 
removes it as far as possible from common loquacity; and it is ever too 
disconnected to be classed as eloquence [...]. (4) 
The rest of the story is a manifestation of this peculiar soul summed up here, most 
prominently in Razumov's superb power of distorted reasoning. Conrad spends sixty 
pages (Chapter I and II) to elaborate, in a Dostoyevskian style, Razumov's reasoning 
over his betrayal of his friend, Haldin. With ingenious twists and turns in the thinking 
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process, Razumov argues himself into his vague allegiance to the land, Russia, against 
Haldin's trust. The grotesque lies in the fact that he wants to form a relationship with a 
blurry idea of ‘the land' instead of bonding concretely with a human being. It would be 
more conceivable if he were to ally with the Tsarist government. But it is not so. His 
allegiance goes to ‘the land' — an inhuman, abstract idea, and the price for this allegiance 
is the death of a friend. 
Besides the grotesque in characterization, the environment the characters are in is 
also bizarre. The places where Conrad's creatures dwell are invariably made inhabitable 
and hostile. The grotesque is not trapped in individuals but is extended to the whole 
world. In Heart of Darkness, the grotesque atmosphere is inevitable for it is all about 
Westerners in an absolutely alien culture. But even when Marlow is spinning yams on 
the Nellie drifting on the Thames, the place does not seem particularly comfortable 
either. As his yam develops the place is getting dark and eventually the company of five 
cannot even see each other's faces. The Thames estuary is described as follows: 
The offing was barred by a black bank of clouds, and the tranquil 
waterway leading to the uttermost ends of the earth flowed sombre under 
an overcast sky - seemed to lead into the heart of an immense darkness. 
(123-124) 
In Marlow's eyes, the river leading to Kurtz's headquarters is pretty much the same as 
the Thames in the time when the Romans arrived in Britain in 45 B.C. Both rivers lead 
to the same 'darkness'. Brussels appears to him ‘a city of the dead' (26) and the trading 
house there is like a ‘whited sepulchre' (24). London does not appear to be in any way 
better in The Secret Agent. The place seems equally grotesque as the Congo: 
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In its breath, emptiness, and extent it had the majesty of inorganic nature, 
of matter that never dies. The only reminder of mortality was a doctor's 
brougham arrested in august solitude close to the curbstone. (14) 
London streets in Verloc's neighbourhood are expressly inhabitable: 
[Verloc] leaned his forehead against the cold windowpane - a fragile film 
of glass stretched between him and the enormity of cold, black, wet, 
muddy, inhospitable accumulation of bricks, slates, and stones, things in 
themselves unlovely and unfriendly to man. (56) 
The Assistant Commissioner's metaphor goes even further: 
His descent into the street was like the descent into a slimy aquarium 
from which the water had been run off [...]. He might have been but one 
more of the queer foreign fish that can be seen of an evening about there 
flitting round the dark comers. (147) 
Russia and Geneva, however, do not appear as grotesque in Under Western Eves. 
Razumov's absurd mental journey is too overwhelming to allow room for any explicit 
manifestation of the grotesque of the places. The world itself is intrinsically grotesque to 
Razumov. Elaboration would be redundant. 
The impossibility of interpersonal communication is thus a natural consequence 
of the grotesque of both the people and the places. Not a soul in any of these adventures 
can ever communicate with another being. The grotesque world and its grotesque 
inhabitants force everyone back into their own shells. Communication between 
individuals invariably brings disaster. Marlow's journey is absolutely solitary. He poses 
as a calm observer, with a sense of scom, who never ever really talks to anyone unless 
absolutely necessary. The only person he wants to talk to is Kurtz but at the end he does 
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nothing more than listen to him, as is asserted by the Russian harlequin: 'you don't talk 
with that man 一 you listen to him.' (88) The grotesque world of the Congo is so 
inhibiting that Marlow is inevitably reduced to a silent perceiver of the spectacle that 
passes in front of his eyes like a motion picture. 
Razumov and the language teacher in Under Western Eves watch as silently as 
Marlow does. The language teacher reports everything without much comprehension. 
Razumov locks himself up in his own thoughts, 'as lonely in the world as a man 
swimming in the deep sea.' (10) There are only two instances of something like sincere 
attempts of confessions: the first being his betrayal of Haldin to the government and the 
second being a written confession to Miss Haldin and a blunt verbal confession to the 
rebels. The first attempt of sincerity makes him a convenient tool of the government; the 
second leaves him deaf and dumb. For Razumov, reaching out virtually means death. 
Disclosing himself to the world is a process of self-destruction. 
The impossibility of interpersonal communication becomes dramatically 
manifest in The Secret Agent. The old couple, Verloc and Winnie, is the most dramatic 
example of all. The two seldom talk, but when they talk they talk at cross-purposes. 
Verloc's true identity as a spy of a foreign government is not revealed to his family at 
the beginning. But when his superior, Mr. Vladimir, is pressing him to provoke violence, 
Verloc feels that he cannot face everything alone anymore. Because of sloth and sheer 
stupidity, he fails, on many occasions, to make a complete confidence to Winnie. This 
failure is also in part due to Winnie's 'philosophy' — ‘not taking notice of the inside of 
facts.’ (154) 'She felt profoundly that things do not stand much looking into.' (177) Her 
life consists solely in the well being of her mother and her invalid brother Stevie. Verloc 
and Winnie, in this manner, sleep on the same bed every night of their married life until 
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the moment of revelation, or rather, the moment of simple communication, which is 
unprecedented. Verloc has been too lazy even to speak until in Chapter XI he gives a 
virtuoso performance of eloquence — the first time and the last he speaks in such 
miraculous length in front of Winnie. There is no denying that this communion goes 
very well - Verloc shows this by an unprecedented and sudden outpouring of words; 
Winnie by a knife. The stabbing on Verloc's neck is a perfect expression of Winnie's 
thoughts, for, in her mind, Verloc's existence as a person in the house can only be 
justified by the well being of Stevie. As is the case of Razumov, reaching out comes at 
the price of death. 
I believe, through the above discussion, the grotesque, which leads to the 
impossibility of communication, has sufficiently shown a prevailing sense of 'alienation' 
in Conrad's novels that cannot be aligned with any sorts of Western philosophy. With a 
peculiar atmosphere of vagueness Conrad's sense of 'alienation' acquires a character of 
its own. However, one question is still unavoidable: if this sense of 'alienation' does not 
point to any contemporary philosophy, where on earth does it point? In the second 
chapter, I will argue that this sense of 'alienation' is encouraged by a special literary 
technique, 'impressionism', which, in turn, is encouraged by Conrad's very own 
'philosophy', in a manner of speaking. 
25 
Dickson Cheung Ching Lap s02051120 - Mphil thesis - 2004 - Bibliography 
Chapter Two - 'Impressionism' and 'Alienation' 
'Impressionism', especially in literature, has always been an area of controversy. 
The word is indubitably charming in a peculiar way - it is particularly soft for the 
digestion of many speculative minds hungry for some inconclusive intellectual exercise. 
It is often subject to many critics' manipulation because of the word's elusiveness. The 
word is among the most exploitable in criticism. Digging into it always proves lucrative, 
provided that the digger is industrious enough, for there never has been a definite 
definition of the word. No nail is ever too tough for it - once nailed it can always find a 
way to slip away. It is indeed tempting for me to join this troop of industrious critics; it 
is even more so as some may think I am foolish enough to link two absolutely 
incongruous ideas, namely 'impressionism' and 'alienation'. However, at present I have 
no desire to resist temptation, like the critics do, by yielding to it. Instead, I will, in a 
manner of speaking, nip it in the bud, and prevent all unwarranted sorts of lucrative 
tricks to distort ‘impressionism，. 'Impressionism' is merely a matter of style and this is 
pretty much all that can be said about it. 
In the first section of this chapter I will try to decipher what the critics are getting 
at when they are talking about 'impressionism'. Invariably they complicate the matter 
unnecessarily. Numerous essays from the days of collaboration between Ford Madox 
Ford and Joseph Conrad up till now will be cited. In the second section I will perform a 
miracle by relating 'impressionism' and 'alienation' without any distortion. 'Alienation' 
will appear as 'encouraged' by the deployment of 'literary impressionism'. In the third 
section I will explain why, as I have mentioned earlier, 'impressionism' is merely 
another footman who holds our hats and coats. 'Impressionism' is nothing but a 
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technique, an idiosyncratic 'style' which is employed as a result of a peculiar worldview. 
Can it be a 'philosophy' that represents Conrad's worldview? Hardly. The host of the 
house is indeed someone else. Yet this particular footman's service is not solicited at 
random. He is serving at this house because he suits the host very well. The 
'impressionistic style' is employed because Conrad's 'philosophy' encourages it. 
Section 1 - Demystifying 'Impressionism' 
'Literary impressionism' has always been seemingly controversial by definition. 
It can never shake off its 'borrowed' ancestry. It does not evolve naturally as a literary 
technique but it is borrowed from a painterly skill. All sorts of complications arise when 
'borrowing' comes into the picture. Is it possible at all that a painterly skill is 
'transferred' by whatever means to a literary skill? Inevitably the major blunder such a 
'transformation' may encounter is the cognitive process. The blunder is by no means 
'naturally' inevitable but it is only ‘artificially’ inevitable. The two words, 'cognitive 
process', already sound exploitable enough for thirsty critics to tap into. Inevitably (as 
the adverb should be used in this particular sense), critics dive head first into this 
reservoir to drown themselves in irrelevant but intriguingly fruitful philosophical 
speculations as profound as the depth of the impression of their scribbles etched on a 
stack of paper, the depth of which can be measured conveniently and accurately by 
counting the number of pages affected underneath. However questionably profound, this 
literally 'impressive' approach is critics' favourite. This peculiar affection, as with the 
mundane romantic affection that is directed towards one single woman out of a given 
thousand, is tainted, or rather, grotesquely decorated, with a vague sense of madness. 
They all fall head over heels for the fervent discussions with a frequent spectacle of the 
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throwing of gigantic philosophical terms, of the 'cognitive process', or something of the 
kind. Intriguingly, throwing unintelligible terms seems to make throwing shoes a more 
reasonable way of art criticism. Thinking along this line of parabolic physics, one would 
find that there are all sorts of projectiles. They are, in fact, so amusingly numerous and 
varying in magnitude that they can almost be put together into a perfect spectrum. There 
is the throwing of terminology and the throwing of shoes, as mentioned, the latter of 
which is too expressively reasonable in the very act itself to be talked about. However, if 
one perchance finds shoe throwing reasonably brutal, there is an even more reasonably 
brutal way that can indeed be talked about. This particular way of explicating 
'impressionism', if there is a spectrum, should lie at one end, and the terminological 
projectiles at the other. This impressive rendering of 'impressionism' is 
impressionistically rendered by Ford Madox Ford (otherwise known as Ford Madox 
Heuffer) whose incomparable eloquence, especially odious after Conrad's death, about 
the help he offers Conrad in those 'collaborative works' already suggests vaguely his 
capability of throwing things. Ford is the man whom Ezra Pound crowns as ‘the father, 
or at least the shepherd of English impressionist writers'. Ford receives this coronation 
not without a sense of aloof reluctance but he receives it anyway. 
We accepted without much protest the stigma: 'impressionists' that was 
thrown at us. In those days impressionists were still considered to be bad 
people: atheists, Reds, wearing red ties with which to frighten 
householders. But we accepted the name because Life appearing to us 
much as the building of Mr. Slack's greenhouse comes back to you, we 
saw that Life did not narrate, but made impressions on our brains. We in 
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turn, if we wished to produce on you an effect of life, must not narrate but 
render ... impressions. (Personal Remembrance, 182) 
The 'Mr. Slack' seems somewhat strange in this context. But this is a very typical 
method of Ford's very own idiosyncratic whim. Invariably Ford succeeds in explaining 
something by failing to do so. He never ever really explains anything when he talks 
about 'impressionism' but he does divine the topic with numerous examples illuminated 
by his unsurpassed genius, after which he always says ‘you see what I mean?' Perhaps, 
regrettably, he has not yet recovered from shell shock in the Great War. He does not 
seem to be able to reason very clearly and linearly for more than one paragraph and the 
impulse to open new paragraphs every few lines is apparently very strong. The quoted 
passage above is an excellent example. It is there already one full paragraph under the 
heading 'Impressionism', after which there is another intriguing heading, 'Selection', 
followed by another paragraph of similar size. Another notable feature of this peculiar 
style of writing, however undesirable peculiarity of style in a non-fiction explanatory 
writing is, is his constant use of the royal ‘we，. I believe ‘the writer', as he humbly 
addresses himself, does not mean to be royal but certainly he means to be authoritative 
because by using ‘we，he drags Conrad down with him. When the book is being written 
Conrad has just died. On this invaluable occasion of his death, Ford thus evokes this 
convenient ghost of his famous friend and does a little bit of ventriloquism like a 
puppeteer. F. M. Ford thereby puts on a one-man show of ‘Two Spokesmen of 
Impressionism'. 
Despite all idiosyncrasies, being crowned as 'father or at least shepherd of 
English Impressionist writers', which Ford himself considers disdainfully as 'the stigma', 
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is still quite intimidating. Perhaps it may not be altogether a sheer waste of time to take a 
look at the reluctant King's edicts. Apparently he is very fond of using ‘Mr. Slack', as 
mentioned earlier, in demonstrating his points. I believe it is most appropriate to call his 
method 'The Slack Tricks'. 
In a rather desperate feat of explaining 'impressionism' and being acidly funny at 
the same time, Ford employs the Slack Tricks to produce an ‘impressionistic’ image of 
'impressionism'. Everything he says evolves around this particular Mr. Slack. Through 
him Ford exhibits his superb power of rendering things 'impressionistically'. As he says 
in the previous quote, ‘we in turn, if we wished to produce on you an effect of life, must 
not narrate but render ... impressions.' The ellipsis in this sentence, not of my own, is 
quite edifying. It tells so much about the King's reluctance to his throne and his 
mentality. The frequent use of ellipsis shows that, if he has no genius, he can at least be 
dull, obscure, and clumsy. Under the heading 'General Effect', which mysteriously 
precedes the heading 'Impressionism', Ford writes: 
We agreed that the general effect of a novel must be the general effect 
that life makes on mankind. A novel must therefore not be a narration, a 
report. Life does not say to you: in 1914 my next door neighbour, Mr. 
Slack, erected a greenhouse and painted it with Cox's green aluminum 
paint. . . . I f you think about the matter you will remember, in various 
unordered pictures, how one day Mr. Slack appeared in his garden and 
contemplated the wall of his house. You will then remember the year of 
that occurrence and you will fix it as August 1914 because having had the 
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foresight to bear the municipal stock of the city of Liege you were able to 
afford a first-class season ticket for the first time in your life [...](181) 
The last ellipsis in this case is my own. Quoting Ford in its entirety in this instance is 
unnecessary unless I were to demonstrate his tediousness. All he wants to say is that an 
'impressionist' is to render impressions. This is perceivably all that he has to say. 
Unfortunately his incredible eloquence is only bound by his grandeur. His tenacity in 
exhibiting his fearsome genius is most admirable. Determined to test his readers' 
patience, he indulges himself in tracing absolutely every step of how Mr. Slack 
resurfaces in his mind, even though his one and only point has already been made. If one 
were under the impression that I am giving Ford undue praise, a glimpse at the following 
passage would remove all doubts of my sincerity. 
[Conrad] had one minute passion with regard to conversations: he could 
not bear the repetition of 'he said's and ‘she said's, and would spend 
agitated hours in chasing those locutions out of his or our pages and 
substituting; ‘he replied', ‘she ejaculated', 'answered Mr. Verloc，and the 
like. The writer was less moved by this consideration: it seemed to him 
that you could employ the words 'he said' as often as you like, accepting 
them as being unnoticeable, like 'a', 'the', 'his', 'her', or 'very'. (187-188) 
One can imagine how interesting his creative works could be. His impressionistic mind 
is so delicate that he cannot retain one word in his memory for more than one sentence. 
This explains why he can endure the word 'said' being repeated ad nauseam and also 
why he would not allow any conversations to develop for more than a few lines in his 
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works. Justification comes as an attempt to drag his readers' intelligence to his level by 
saying that no one can possibly remember any conversations after some time. 
If one were patient and sympathetic enough to make sense of Ford, one would 
discover what he says may not be altogether nonsense. Being my own devil's advocate 
for a moment, I daresay Ford is one of the best critics that has ever written in great 
length on 'impressionism'. Virginia Woolf on one occasion sums up gracefully and 
intelligibly Ford's approach to writing about 'impressionism' and his approach to 
‘impressionism，. 1 If we 'look within' ourselves we see 'a myriad impressions' quite 
.unrelated to anything that goes on in the traditional novel; and if we could express 'this 
unknown and uncircumscribed spirit' of life freely, 'there would be no plot, no comedy, 
no tragedy, no love interest or catastrophy in the accepted style, and perhaps not a single 
button sewn on as the Bond Street tailors would have it.，More importantly: 
Life is not a series of gig-lamps symmetrically arranged; life is a 
luminous halo, a semi-transparent envelope surrounding us from the 
beginning of consciousness to the end. (The Common Reader - Modem 
Fiction, 145-59) 
Woolf s conception of the nature of life and novel is undoubtedly modernistic. It can 
also be safely asserted that it is 'impressionistic'. All metaphysical fantasies are done 
away. There are absolutely no absolutes. Time and space are not linear. Neither life nor 
novel progresses in a three-dimensional pattern like gig-lamps in the streets. Life is only 
a standstill in a haze, 'a semi-transparent envelope' surrounding consciousness. To be 
more precise, life is hardly a standstill at all, for a 'standstill' is only sensible in relation 
1 This distinction may seem redundant, but failure to distinguish between the two would mean failure to 
understand Ford's very own impressionistic rendering of impressionism. 
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to a three-dimensional world where there is room to move away from the standstill. Life 
should be merely a bundle of impressions. This is 'literary impressionism，，the very first 
step into the modernist world. There should be no omniscient narrator or taken-for-
granted framework of the objective world. Everything depends on the subject. This is, 
however, not a new threshold to lunacy. All an 'impressionist' is asking for is to be true 
to one's mind. Nobody is ever an open book with pages neatly arranged. If one were to 
be a book, one would be a book with page numbers randomly arranged and cross-
referenced in a manner that even the author himself may not be able to make sense. This 
is, I boldly assume, what Ford means. Memory is arranged and recollection resurfaces in 
a fashion that the person has to take time to retrace. Thus, if there were an 
'impressionist' motto, it should be ‘be true to thy book', a very peculiar book. This 
impressionistic frame of mind explains Ford's literally peculiar book which is littered 
with mysteriously arranged subtitles and groundless allegations that amount to plain lies. 
Viewed in this light, my previous praise of Ford's capability of throwing things may not 
seem so shocking. He is throwing at us loads of impressionistically rendered examples, 
however unimpressive they are. He succeeds very well in 'demonstrating' the point 
without bothering us with any bits of explanations. 
However, whether these 'impressionistic renderings' are skillfully done is 
another matter. Unfortunately Ford did it as if he were throwing things. His Slack tricks 
allow him to claim, rather recklessly, in the preface of the book, that Conrad is an 
'avowed impressionist'. Whether there were any secret communions between them 
during their collaborative years, it is impossible to tell. Ford's insistence on being the 
only person on earth to have grasped Conrad's essence, i.e., Conrad qua Conrad, as it is 
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overtly hinted at in the book, seems to suggest there are indeed things about Conrad that 
are not known to the world. But almost all other existing evidence seems to go against 
many of Ford's views. There is no reason to ponder over Ford's aloof secrecy, as 
'impressionism' for him is very often manipulated into a license to lie. The claim of 
'avowed impressionist', being aptly placed at the beginning of the book, tells a lot about 
the writer's credibility. Joseph Conrad never in his life admitted directly in written form 
that he was an 'impressionist'. He actually writes of impressionism with great 
reservation. He once writes to Stephen Crane, a young man who Conrad likes very much 
and has given Conrad's child a pet dog, that ‘your method is fascinating. You are a 
complete impressionist. The illusions of life come out of your hand without flaw.' But 
on another occasion he writes to Edward Gamett about Crane, saying that Crane is ‘the 
only impressionist and only an impressionist' and that his writing is 'concise, connected, 
never very deep.' Conrad apparently does not harbour very high opinions of 
'impressionism'. However, paradoxically, his writing is unmistakably 'impressionistic'. 
In the famous preface to The Nigger of the Narcissus, Conrad has almost made it 
something like a manifesto of 'literary impressionism', but of course, without any overt 
conviction of an 'impressionist' cause. 
Fiction - if it at all aspires to be art - appeals to temperament. And in 
truth it must be [...] the appeal of one temperament to all other 
innumerable temperaments whose subtle and resistless power endows 
passing events with their true meaning, and creates the moral, the 
emotional atmosphere of the place and time. Such an appeal to be 
effective must be an impression conveyed through the senses. [...] All 
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arts, therefore, appeals primarily to the senses, and the artistic aim when 
expressing itself in written words must also make its appeal through the 
senses, if its high desire is to reach the secret spring of responsive 
emotions. [...] My task which I am trying to achieve is, by the power of 
the written word to make you hear, to make you feel — it is, before all, to 
make you see. (The Nigger of The 'Narcissus', ii) 
This is undeniably an ‘impressionistic’ approach. This is the first difficulty one 
encounters when one talks about Conrad's 'impressionism': how 'impressionistic' can 
he be, considering that he never admits it? The second difficulty is what lies underneath 
Conrad's 'impressionism'. According to the preface, there should be something more 
than 'impressionism': 
A work that aspires, however humbly, to the condition of art should carry 
its justification in every line. And art itself may be defined as a single-
minded attempt to render the highest kind of justice to the visible 
universe, by bringing to light the truth, manifold and one, underlying its 
every aspect. It is an attempt to find in its forms, in its colours, in its light, 
in its shadows, in the aspects of matter and in the facts of life what of 
each is fundamental, what is enduring and essential - their one 
illuminating and convincing quality - the very truth of their existence. 
(The Nigger of the ‘Narcissus’, i) 
Conrad is not like Ford whose acidic humour would sometimes convey a vague sense 
that the writer is trying to be stupid. Conrad's sincerity should not be doubted. He is 
certainly not parading a fake profundity, something only Ford would do when given the 
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chance. But what is so profound yet so vague? Conrad says the bottom of it is 
'solidarity'. Yes, solidarity indeed. But how does everything add up? A writer's mission 
is to convey impressions, below which there is something profound, like an abyss, but 
there is a bottom to this abyss and the bottom is 'solidarity'. How are we to make sense 
of this? What exactly is there between 'impressionism' and 'solidarity'? How is it 
possible to arrive at something so far-fetched and bizarre? 
In face of these two difficulties, there are two responses: one is to ignore the first 
difficulty and then ignore the second difficulty; the other is to ignore the first difficulty 
and then address the second. In fact no one has ever really seriously addressed the first. 
Many of the critics seem to have reached a secret agreement that it is only some 
idiosyncrasy of a famous writer to deny adherence to a certain '-ism'. This is of course, 
as I will explain later in this chapter, a grave mistake. I would like to address myself first 
to the task of exposing the first category of writers who ignore boldly both difficulties. 
In fact there is only one person in this category - one of a kind, a hero, a king of his 
realm - he is F. M. Ford. In his book he puts words into Conrad's mouth and claims that 
Conrad is an 'avowed impressionist'. (Ford, 5) But obviously, according to Conrad's 
essays and letters, Conrad is not so much as an 'avowed impressionist' as Ford is an 
'avowed' mediocre. Whatever the case may be, Ford bypasses the first difficulty early in 
the first few lines of his book. His majesty then bypasses the second by failing to see it. 
It is absolutely incredible for a person so intimate with Conrad, as he claims to be, to 
have failed to see anything deeper than 'impressionism' in Conrad's works. According 
to Ford's 'demonstration' of 'impressionistic renderings', Conrad could only be, at best, 
his young friend Stephen Crane - 'concise, connected, never very deep'. However, as 
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some would say, stupidity is blessed. Ford is blessed by his shortsightedness which 
prevents him from venturing deeper into 'impressionism'. He hits the essential point of 
'impressionism', however blindly, by demonstrating what 'impressionism' is without 
any meticulously argumentative explanations. There has never been any profound 
philosophy of 'impressionism' so there is not much to explain. Technically speaking, if 
the issue could be addressed technically, Conrad is as 'impressionistic' as Crane. But 
what sets them apart is the substance beneath 'impressionism' that Conrad harbours 
deep in his heart. However, I am not saying that Ford is faultlessly stupid - his stupidity 
allows him to demonstrate very well 'impressionism' as a technique but it also prevents 
him from seeing further. This is Ford's fault. 
The other category of critics, who ignore the first difficulty and address the 
second, are not as stupid. They do suspect something profound beneath 'impressionism' 
but they go to the wrong direction. They are, as mentioned earlier, the 'cognitive' team, 
another team in the throwing competition: Ford throws shoes; they throw philosophical 
jargon. Throwing jargon can be justified in certain occasions, but throwing wrong jargon 
in the wrong direction is hardly allowed or at least the game cannot be won in this 
fashion. This category of critics insists on giving 'impressionism' a philosophical 
content. Arguments about how we acquire 'impressions' and how the ‘senses' produce 
'impressions' bring us all three centuries back to the days of David Hume's 
epistemology. Most notably, two recent critics discuss this issue in book length. I pick 
specifically these two for discussion because they represent the new generation of the 
throwing team. I daresay those coming between Ford and this new generation are not 
worth discussing. This is by no means a pompous assertion. I personally enjoy 
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immensely reading those essays. Many of them are written by some weighty critics, in 
front of whom I am in no position to be pompous. The problem with them, with all due 
respect, is that they are too high on the pedestal to be talked about. This is not another 
sarcastic remark. 'Impressionism', under their treatment, becomes magically translucent. 
They never ever tell you what it is but vaguely it seems they know very well what it is. 
Most importantly, what makes these readings pleasurable is the exquisite feeling that the 
definition of the term is forever changing throughout those essays. One cannot talk about 
things that float; they are too buoyant to be nailed. 
The two critics of the new generation represent a new, striving spirit, the spirit of 
scientific precision. This we can talk about. Whenever things are made precise they can 
be nailed. One cannot help feeling that they are so amusingly precise that one can build a 
life size three-dimensional acrylic model of 'impressionism' according to their 
schematics. I am not saying that it is absolutely worthless to build such models for 
amusement. They have embarked on a magnificent epistemological quest. But what they 
are doing has already been done, with an even more zealous and painstaking precision, 
three centuries ago by Hume and a dozen other philosophers. They are sincere in giving 
'impressionism' philosophical weight but sincerity does not guarantee relevance. They 
end up being so far-fetched that they have distorted impressionists' worldviews. John G. 
Peters begins his book, Conrad and Impressionism, with a meticulous distinction of 
object-oriented 'impressionism' and subject-oriented 'impressionism'. Object-oriented 
'impressionism' stresses the objective world per se; subjective-oriented 'impressionism' 
stresses the subjective conception, tainted by one's moods and emotions, of the 
subjective world. This is all very well although a little bit mundane. The tragic sense of 
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the book is conveyed through the conclusion. After so much ado, all Peters wants to say 
is that Conrad is something between the two. In an extraordinary philosophical tour de 
force Peters cannot even locate where Conrad is. Paradoxically, despite all tremendous 
effort to define ‘impressionism,，he manages to make Conrad's 'impressionism' more 
confusing than before. It is impossible to make sense of what he means by 'something 
between the two'. Perhaps it is a ghost in his acrylic toy house. 
Absurd conclusion may not mean that Peters' arguments are lousy. Perhaps 
sophisticated arguments yield somewhat seemingly obvious conclusions. Perhaps Peters 
means to argue that Conrad's 'impressionism' is indeed obscure. However, a glimpse at 
a small section of his argument can already show that this is not the case: 
However, the problem with mediating these initial sensory impressions is 
that civilized perception obscures primitive perception and implies that a 
particular meaning for the flow is inherent, whereas primitive perception 
demonstrates that such a meaning is not inherent but constructed.[...] 
Conrad shows the primitive perception by slowing down the cognitive 
process, also to show that there is no absolute meaning to a universal 
experience. (42) 
This is a tour de force of invalid premise arriving at valid conclusion. It is undeniable 
that Conrad is trying to show that ‘there is no absolute meaning to a universal 
experience', but the interaction between 'primitive' and ‘civilized，perception is beyond 
human comprehension. Definitions of ‘primitive’ and 'civilized' perceptions are left to 
readers' whim. In certain instances, Peters seems to say that by 'primitive' he means 
'absolutely primitive' - a sort of perception that is absolutely unmediated by anything 
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artificial. He wants to say that human perception is socially constructed and Conrad 
brings us back to a pre-socially constructed phase. If perception was really socially 
constructed, how could it ever go back to an absolutely primitive phase? If perception 
could be rewound to an original state, it could only be nothing, an absolute void, no 
mind, and no 'perception' to be spoken of at all. Peters' 'leap' presents an 
insurmountable epistemological crisis. He seems to be merely patching up arguments 
from some fantastic premise in order to arrive at some commonly adopted conclusions. 
At least John G. Peters arrives at something tangible. Jesse Matz in his book, 
Literary Impressionism and Modernist Aesthetics, gives a virtuoso performance of 
arriving at nothing. He begins with chaos and ends with chaos. The book looks very 
promising at the beginning when he points out the lack of consensus: the 'critical chaos 
may finally prove literary impressionism meaningless.'(14) His even more mind-racking 
distinctions between 'painterly impressionism' and 'literary impressionism', which 
present many direr epistemological crises, can only reveal his avowed zeal of 
contributing to the critical chaos. At least Peters' toy house contains a ghost; Matz's 
contains nothing at all. 
Some examples from Conrad's novels will suffice to demonstrate how simple 
Conrad's 'impressionism' is and how critics have long been complicating the matter 
unnecessarily. In Conrad's novels，time is very often distorted according to individual's 
whim. This 'impressionistic' technique brings readers' attention back to the individual 
who is 'thinking' his own thoughts, as a subjective perceiver who is locked inside his 
own subjective world. This going back and forth in time in an individual's mind also 
produces a sense of suspense in the narration - readers' expectations are very often 
40 
Dickson Cheung Ching Lap s02051120 - Mphil thesis - 2004 - Bibliography 
'suspended' from the truth which is not going to be revealed until the end of the story. 
This 'impressionistic' technique engenders what is called 'delayed decoding'. A short 
episode from The Secret Agent demonstrates this point clearly: the chance confrontation 
of Chief Inspector Heat and the Professor in the street (83-97): 
‘Not in a hurry to get home?' [Heat] asked, with mocking simplicity. 
The unwholesome-looking little moral agent of destruction [the 
Professor] exulted silently in the possession of personal prestige, keeping 
in check this man armed with the defensive mandate of a menaced 
society. More fortunate than Caligula, who wished that the Roman Senate 
had only one head for the better satisfaction of his cruel lust, he beheld in 
that one man all the forces he had set at defiance: the force of law, 
property, oppression, and injustice. He beheld all his enemies and 
fearlessly confronted them all in a supreme satisfaction of his vanity. 
They stood perplexed before him as if before a dreadful portent. He 
gloated inwardly over the chance of his meeting affirming his superiority 
over all the multitude of mankind. 
It was in reality a chance meeting. Chief Inspector Heat had had a 
disagreeably busy day since his department received the first telegram 
from Greenwich a little before eleven in the morning. (83-84) 
Two 'time-travels' are demonstrated in this passage. The setting is a street in London 
where Heat confronts the Professor. The narration first 'zooms' into the Professor's 
mind - time comes to a standstill. In this frozen moment, readers are allowed to 
penetrate into the Professor's mind to see the confrontation from his point of view: 
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facing Heat is like facing all humanity which he wants to destroy. After this 'zooming 
in', readers are brought back to reality, to the 'chance meeting', and then they are put 
into Heat's head. This 'chance meeting' reminds Heat how 'disagreeably busy' his day 
has been. The narration following this quotation travels back in time to retell how earlier 
in the day Heat investigates at the scene, Greenwich, where Stevie exploded to pieces. 
This 'chance meeting' is virtually frozen for seven pages in Heat's mind. Readers are 
brought back from Heat's recollection to reality on page 91: 
It was in this mental disposition, physically very empty, but still 
nauseated by what he had seen, that he had come upon the Professor. 
Under these conditions which make for irascibility in a sound, normal 
man, this meeting was especially unwelcome to Chief Inspector Heat. He 
had not been thinking of any individual anarchist at all. The complexion 
of that case had somehow forced upon him the general idea of the 
absurdity of things human, which in the abstract is sufficiently annoying 
to an unphilosophical temperament, and in concrete instances becomes 
exasperating beyond endurance. 
It is exactly this kind of confrontation that constitutes Conrad's 'impressionism'. The 
going back and forth in a subjective mind is confronted by and juxtaposed with the 
objective going-ons. The whole 'disagreeably busy day，is ‘forced upon' Heat. It is 
'exasperating beyond endurance'. This kind of confrontation is very typical in Conrad's 
works. It even becomes the entire framework of narration in Heart of Darkness. As 
mentioned in Chapter One, Marlow's narration is interrupted briefly for five times. Such 
interruptions extract readers from Marlow's mind back to the Nellie on the Thames 
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where he tells his adventures. This is the essence of Conrad's 'impressionism'. It does 
not involve, as the critics have it, any 'cognitive' process of a person, or any subject-
object epistemological problems. The critics have complicated the matter unnecessarily. 
Section 2 - The Relationship between ‘Impressionism，and 'Alienation' 
Jesse Matz is ingenious in spotting the critical chaos of ‘impressionism，. Without 
doubt, throwing-competitions and building toy houses, as mentioned in the previous 
section, contribute a lot to the chaos. It can be so nauseating that it leads some critics to 
conclude that ‘impressionism in literature is an example of that atavism which we have 
noticed as the most distinctive feature in the mental life of degenerates.' (Joseph Conrad: 
Critical Assessments IV, 45) This is perhaps going too far. But one should not blame 
Max Nordan for saying this. Otherwise how is it possible to understand what Peters 
means by 'to return to a primitive perception'? Nordan is absolutely justified to say that 
'impressionists' are degenerates because this is the only way to make sense of Peters. As 
I have said earlier, I am going to nip this in the bud. 'Impressionism' begins as 
something simple and we should just leave it there. The zealous endeavour to build an 
'impressionism' philosophy will only reduce 'impressionists' and the critics to 
'degenerates'. 'Impressionists' are not invalids; only the critics are. Ford is thus an 
accidental hero in this situation. His shortsightedness prevents him from doing anything 
foolish. He never ever builds toy houses or throws gigantic philosophical objects. He 
only throws at us examples of superb 'renderings'. He 'demonstrates' but never 
'explains'. 
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However simple, Ford's demonstrations do deserve some more annotations 
beside his 'you-see-what-I-mean's. Simple explanation is necessary so long as it does 
not develop into split-hair robotics. When this is done one will instantly see why the 
deployment of the 'impressionistic' technique would yield a sense of alienation in 
Conrad's works. This would indeed appear to be a miracle when compared to the 
sophisticated split-hair technology. 
'Impressionists' have what can be called a Modernist temperament. It is before 
all the uneasiness they feel in face of a world where the absolutes are done away with. A 
world of absolute objective reality does not seem to them tenable anymore. Objective 
narration gives way to portrayal of subjective feelings and perceptions. As Woolf has it, 
'life is not a series of gig-lamps [...]. Life is a luminous halo [...].’ (Woolf, 14) But how 
far can we trust this 'subjective perceptions and feelings'? And, is there really absolutely 
nothing objective beside our subjective perceptions? This is Conrad's 'impressionism'-
a struggle between the subjective and the objective. This struggle actually shows itself in 
the entertainment industry these days. An enormous number of novels are adapted into 
screenplays: Henry James', Jane Austin's, E.M. Forster's, Hemingway's, etc. No matter 
how inferior the screenplays are when compared to the originals, they can still make 
their way into theatres, not totally without success. However, it is very difficult to make 
movies out of Joseph Conrad's novels. (Francis Coppola's anti-war sentiments transform 
Heart of Darkness into a gigantic flop, Apocalypse Now, which shows nothing but 
Coppola's ignorance of Conrad's impressionistic technique and of his sense of humour. 
The film is a gross misinterpretation — Heart of Darkness without the prevailing sense of 
dark humour is not Heart of Darkness at all. This is also what almost all critics have 
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missed. Unfortunately this issue falls beyond the scope of the present topic.) One can 
imagine what a serious adaptation of a Conrad novel would be like: if it were on screen, 
the camera would only show a person sitting at a comer of a pub for two hours without 
movement; if it were on stage, the person would also be sitting there absolutely still for 
two hours, perhaps thinking aloud occasionally. Conrad's 'impressionism' focuses very 
much on the protagonist's subjective feelings, which make film adaptation impossible. 
This is the reason why Conrad himself never likes the stage. The stage can never give 
sufficient expression to subjective feelings and perceptions. In other words, it is difficult 
to make stage-performances 'impressionistic'. Conrad's method is, after all, a 
confrontation of the subjective and the objective. He gives wings to subjective 
perceptions and feelings. But will this suffice? Can we simply believe in our perceptions 
and ignore the world outside? There is nothing absolutely objective but this does not 
mean that there is no objective world. There must be a point where the subjective 
confronts and contradicts the objective. If so, what are we to do? This question gives rise 
to the sense of ‘alienation，. That which begins as an 'impressionistic' technique will 
inevitably end up in the haze of ‘alienation，. The subject would either shrink back into 
his own subjective world or reach out at his own peril to the objective world. Why at his 
own peril? The flimsy nature of the objective world is most treacherous — it is but an 
intricate network of perspectives, a world where all subjective worlds collide. Each of 
the subjects has one's own perception of the world and the so-called 'objective world' is 
but an uneasy union of these perceptions. The subject reaches out at his own peril 
because his perspective may not fit into this uneasy union of perspectives. Lord Jim is 
the most typical example of all. What are the perspectives, except Jim's, that add up the 
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picture? The ship, Patna’ is going to sink, and, for fear of chaos that would drown 
everyone onboard, almost the entire crew decides to abandon ship quietly without 
waking the hundreds of sound-asleep passengers. The crew's perspective and the judge's 
perspective add up to this account. But what about Jim himself? He swears to Marlow 
that he alone is different from the cowardly crew. He insists that he did not intend to 
jump, but at that moment of irreversible decision, he jumped overboard. How is Marlow 
to make sense of Jim's perspective that goes against the entire account of the incident? 
Jim has his own romantic world. He believes in heroic deeds and romantic adventures. 
Before the decisive moment when he jumps overboard, he alone goes against the crew's 
unanimous decision to abandon ship. He believes that if he were to die, he would have to 
go down with the passengers. But at the last split second when the instinct of self-
preservation takes hold, he jumps overboard. He sacrifices his vision of a romantic 
world to reality 一 the reality is the crew's decision to save itself. This unique world of 
Jim's mental struggle onboard and the subsequent moral burden are absolutely 
incommensurable with the 'objective world' - the decision of the court. No one, except 
Marlow, can ever understand Jim's subjective world because the fact remains that he 
abandons ship. This is the most obvious example of Conrad's 'impressionism' that 
yields a sense of 'alienation'. Conrad begins with Jim's subjective world and the 
interaction between his world and the 'objective' world evolves into a sense of 
alienation. Jim feels alienated. His desperate effort to be understood reaches out to 
Marlow, who believes in Jim without reservation. But one is compelled to ask: what is 
the nature of Marlow's trust? On what ground does it rest? Would he not suspect that 
Jim was lying all the way, because the fact remains what it is? Marlow does not suspect 
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Jim at all. Beyond the objective world of perspectives there is nothing to rely on. But 
Marlow trusts Jim because Marlow has faith in him 一 the faith among fellow human 
beings that yields solidarity. Faith is the safety net beyond the world of perspectives, for 
there is nothing but absolute void beyond it. Faith is the only saving grace of being 
human. Faith is the core element of Conrad's worldview, which will be discussed in 
detail in the next chapter. For now, I should not digress and I should stick to the task of 
demonstrating how 'impressionism' encourages 'alienation'. 
Conrad's 'impressionism' is never very complicated. It is a technique that 
stresses subjective feelings and perceptions heavily. This is as complicated as it can be. 
'Alienation' evolves out of this technique, which shows not only in Lord Jim but also 
perceivably in many of Conrad's works. The Secret Agent is a tragedy in which all 
different perspectives collide. The story presents a world where all subjective worlds are 
incompatible. When all of them come together they become a destructive force that 
drives everyone to a tragic end. The whole chain of actions of the story is triggered by 
Adolf Verloc's attempt to break away from his own little world. Verloc harbours in his 
fat chest his own little world, as with all other characters in the story. They construct 
their world by their own subjective feelings and perceptions. These constructions rest on 
one very important assumption: each of these worlds is unique and true by its own right. 
This assumption may seem obvious and redundant because when one thinks of 
'subjective feelings and perceptions' one already assumes naturally a certain level of 
uniqueness. But this assumption, in this story, is of paramount importance. The London 
that Conrad envisions in this story is devoid of the slightest trace of faith. The world of 
The Secret Agent is an absolutely faithless world. A dose of unique subjective worlds 
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and a dose of faithlessness yield an insurmountable sense of 'alienation'. This chemical 
equation is obvious enough. If it were merely a simple belief in one's subjective world, 
one may still have room for faith in others - other worlds can also be true. But in this 
story, everyone, enhanced by the utter lack of faith, not only believes in his own world, 
but also believes that his own world is the most true and is universal. With this peculiar 
kind of mentality, each character would find their living environment inhospitable and 
the other fellow beings hostile because each of them fears that his subjective world 
cannot be universalized despite their strong belief in its universality. Therefore, they 
would rather lock themselves up in their worlds where they can feel comfortable, 
omnipotent, and invincible. Nothing can harm their belief in universality if they do not 
reach out or let anyone in. Gradually this process evolves into a vicious circle: they lock 
themselves up out of suspicion and thus their own idiosyncrasies are allowed to expand 
to an infinitely grotesque level. In this way, the longer they lock themselves up the more 
justified they think of their worlds' universality. Michaelis, the ticket-of-leave apostle, is 
the most explicit example of this 'alienation' mechanism: 
He was no good in discussion, not because any amount of argument could 
shake his faith, but because the mere fact of hearing another voice 
disconcerted him painfully, confusing his thoughts at once — these 
thoughts that for so many years, in a mental solitude more barren than a 
waterless desert, no living voice had ever combated, commented, or 
approved. (The Secret Agent, 45) 
Michaelis' 'alienation' is more obvious because he has been literally locked away in jail 
for many years. The most frightful thing in the story is that every character, in one way 
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or another, thinks in exactly the same manner as Michaelis does. All the characters' 
mentality is summed up in the above quote. Verloc never speaks two meaningful words 
together until the hour of his death; Winnie sticks to her conviction that 'things do not 
stand much looking into' and never seems to utter any sensible words; the Professor's 
eloquence is most invincible but his system of thoughts does not work at all beyond his 
realm of imagination; Stevie lives in his perfectly harmonious world of perfectly drawn 
circles; Vladimir lives only between his thumb and forefinger where he holds his most 
incongruous ideas together; the Assistant Commissioner lives in the reveries of his past 
African colonial expeditions; Chief Inspector Heat lives in the bloated bureaucracy. 
When all these come together the whole bulk becomes dynamite that destroys 
everything. Everyone is initially peacefully 'somnambulistic' in his/her own world. 
When they reach out they can see nothing beyond the web of the others' grotesque 
perspectives. There is no ground beneath their feet. A peek into the void is fatal. Winnie 
goes absolutely mad at the end; Verloc is killed as a consequence; Ossipon is totally 
disenchanted for he witnesses Winnie's jump into the void. All the others go back to 
their dormant state because they have maintained a safe distance from revelation, like 
the Professor who shrinks back into his fairy tale of 'a perfect detonator'. 'Somnolence' 
is one of Conrad's favourite words. In Lord Jim he writes: 'rare moments of awakening 
when we see, hear, understand ever so much - everything - in a flash' are always 
followed by falling 'back again into our agreeable somnolence.' (80) It is very important 
for our peace of mind to be asleep in our own worlds. All hell breaks loose at the 
moment of truth - the 'darkness' underneath existence. Somnolence is especially 
important to the troop of imbeciles in The Secret Agent. They should remain frozen 
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because they cannot take the impact of revelation. However, does this mean that Conrad 
believes that sleeping is the most important thing in life? The answer to this question 
will reveal Conrad's very own worldview, which will be given due attention in the next 
chapter. 
I believe the road from 'impressionism' to 'alienation' has already been 
smoothly paved. Any more examples will prove to be redundant. I have no intention to 
inherit Ford's majestic trait of showing off one's very questionable talent in rendering 
'impressionistic' examples ad nauseam. Most critics have had their faces too close to the 
pages that they do not see the words anymore. 'Impressionism' is never ever very deep, 
and its connection with 'alienation' is written all over the pages of Conrad's works. 
Section 3 - What lies underneath Conrad's ‘Impressionism，？ 
'Literary impressionism' per se is a technique without any philosophical support 
or content. But this does not mean that Conrad's whim is to account solely for the 
deployment of this technique. It is Conrad's very own worldview that finds expression 
in this particular technique. This is the reason why I said some time earlier that if one 
suspected something deep beneath 'impressionism' one should not dig into 
'impressionism' to look for it. Conrad's worldview can be said to be a form of nihilism. 
It is this peculiar form of nihilism that requires the service of 'impressionism'. Perhaps 
in the previous section one can already see a slight trace of this 'revelation'. Focusing on 
subjective perceptions and feelings and stressing the conflicts of subjective worlds 
already betray a sense of objective chaos. Invariably Conrad's creatures can find nothing 
in the world to depend upon, perhaps except their own feelings and perceptions, which 
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cannot be said to be altogether dependable. Reaching out, as I have shown, means death 
or insanity. Conrad's universe, when viewed in this light, is absolute chaos. There is no 
meaning to anything at all. Conrad's universe is summed up nicely at the end of The 
Secret Agent - it is all 'madness and despair' (310). Under this prevailing sense of 
emptiness, dwellers in his universe find it best to return to their 'agreeable somnolence' 
in their own little worlds. Conrad's nihilistic temperament is best served by 
'impressionism' because everything should begin with subjective feelings and 
perceptions in order to show the process of reaching out, through which Conrad shows 
the void beyond their subjective worlds. 
Therefore, after all, it is only a natural process: nihilism encourages 
'impressionism'; 'impressionism' encourages 'alienation'. My little endeavour is to 
retrace the steps from the obvious to Conrad's universe. 
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Chapter Three - Conrad, Nietzsche, and Nihilism 
In the previous chapters I have tried to dismantle the fagade of 'alienation' and 
'impressionism'. These two notions cannot by any means sustain much in-depth 
investigation without disintegration. I am, however, not trying to say that 'alienation' is 
a 'shallow' existential predicament or a mere whimsical 'feeling', as it were, or that 
'impressionism', painterly or literary, is but an assault on paper or canvas. Such 
deprecation is very far from my intentions. All I want to show is that the two notions are 
manifestations of a profound worldview. They are，as it were, the shells of a kernel. 
Undeniably they can never find philosophical footholds on their own terms for there 
never were any. They do not evolve out of any philosophical systems, nor have they ever 
been developed systematically and analytically by philosophic thinkers. In simpler terms, 
'alienation' and 'impressionism' themselves do not constitute philosophies of their own. 
Naturally, their emergence in Conrad's stories means that they are adhered to something 
deeper in Conrad's very own philosophy. 'Alienation' does have very strong footholds 
in Marxism and existentialism but neither seems to be remotely related to Conrad. 
Probing 'impressionism' would yield similar result. There never were any concrete 
philosophical foundations for them to stand on their own legs. In a word they are mere 
'appearances'. Behind these 'appearances' lies Conrad's nihilistic outlook. 
Nihilism in Conrad's works is never very overt. The prevailing sense of 
'alienation' alone does not make them nihilistic. Neither does 'impressionism' alone 
constitute nihilism. Then one is compelled to ask, at this point: what exactly is nihilism? 
Conrad's universe is basically a universe without any absolute values. This is typical 
enough. He is not the only one to think these thoughts. Most modernist writers share this 
view: Virginia Woolf and James Joyce in particular. These pioneer thinkers question the 
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formerly unquestionable. Time and space are distorted. They neither run linearly nor 
cyclically. Sometimes they stand still like photographs or slides that overlap one over 
another in a pile. Even if they did run in a two-dimensional or three-dimensional or four-
dimensional manner, they might not be continuous; even if continuous, they might not 
go on forever. Existence is but a form of subjective perception in a vacuum. There is 
nothing objectively absolute, nor is there anything metaphysically sublime. The 
boundary between body and soul is invalidated. Or even if there were something that 
remotely resembles 'soul', it would not be metaphysical. This worldview is what we call 
'modernistic', but not 'nihilistic' yet. Modernism can be said to be a groundbreaking 
attempt for the creation of new values. It is there to proclaim the death of the past and 
that a new world should be built on the wreck. What makes Conrad stand tall from the 
rest is that, in addition to all of the above, he denies any attempt at value-creation. This 
is nihilism. As will be shown subsequently in this chapter, Conrad's nihilism amounts to 
an absolutely passive aestheticism that appreciates no values-creation or values-
destruction. Conrad is a passive by-stander and a passionately attentive audience of the 
spectacle of life. In this light, Conrad seems to be utterly incongruous with Nietzsche's 
life affirming nihilism. This apparent incongruity, however, houses Conrad's subtle 
criticism of Nietzsche's nihilism. The juxtaposition of the writer against the philosopher 
is an attempt to highlight the writer's courageous sang-froid in face of the calamity of 
life. The writer's sang-froid is at least equally courageous, if not more so, as the 
philosopher's impractical and impracticable life of self-overcoming. 
Rather indisputably, there is a wide gulf between the two. Attempts have been 
made to bridge the gulf and, as volumes of criticism testify, such a Herculean task of 
construction has cost many daredevils' lives. Many such daredevil critics apparently do 
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not think carefully of their abilities and succumb to the temptation of a reckless jump 
across the gulf. None of them survive. Those who are less reckless bridge the gulf brick 
by brick but never quite reach the other end. Such failure may not be due to their 
questionable state of mind or intelligence. The sheer width of the gulf may have deemed 
already any bridging foolish. 
The first difficulty that the bridge-builder faces is Conrad's questionable 
awareness of Nietzsche's philosophy. Nietzsche could not have heard of Conrad at all; 
Almaver's Folly. Conrad's first book, was published sixteen years after Nietzsche's 
death. Conrad's knowledge of Nietzsche is also questionable. According to George 
Butte's essay, 'What Silenus Knew: Conrad's Uneasy Debt to Nietzsche', Conrad had 
read his friend Edward Gamett's essay on Nietzsche in 1899 and refers to Nietzsche in 
several letters and one published essay. Conrad mentions the ‘mad individualism of 
Nietzsche' (Joseph Conrad: Critical Assessments Vol. IV. 275). Butte's investigation is 
indeed very valuable. It shows a concrete link between Conrad and Nietzsche, But sadly 
this does not amount to much. Whether Conrad has or has not read the French 
translation of The Birth of Tragedy cannot justify any Nietzschean influence on Conrad. 
After all, Conrad refers to Nietzsche in no more than a few words altogether. Conrad has 
not written anything long enough to justify his knowledge of Nietzsche's philosophy. 
Even if Conrad did swallow the whole book of The Birth of Tragedy, it would only 
prove that Conrad's understanding of his philosophy is at best a misconception. The 
Birth of Tragedy is Nietzsche's first published work, which shows only the initial stage 
of a long evolution. Ideas in this book are buds yet to burst into bloom, such as 'will to 
power' and 'eternal recurrence,' ten years or so later. So far as Conrad's documented 
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essays and letters are concerned, any such attempts to trace the affinity of the two should 
be rendered futile. Sustained discussions are lacking in these documents. 
Up to this point it seems that the gulf between the two is really unsurpassable. 
However, if one looks closer into Conrad's creative works, one will be very much 
shocked by his frequent reference to Nietzsche. It seems quite extraordinary that Conrad 
is so overt in his creative works on one hand while utterly discreet in his essays and 
letters on the other. Instead of troubling with documented essays and letters, we should 
look at textual evidence in Conrad's creative works in order to trace the affinity between 
the writer and the philosopher. The textual evidence, as will be shown later in this 
chapter, is so strong that one can safely assume that Conrad has read not only The Birth 
of Tragedy but also many other works that lead to Nietzsche infamous 'will to power'. 
Conrad's worldview finds its echo in a passage from Nietzsche's The Birth of 
Tragedy： 
For the rapture of the Dionysian state with its annihilation of ordinary 
bounds and limits of existence contains, while it lasts, a lethargic element 
in which all personal experiences of the past become immersed. This 
chasm of oblivion separates the worlds of everyday reality and of 
Dionysian reality. But as soon as this everyday reality re-enters 
consciousness, it is experienced as such, with nausea, an ascetic, will-
negating mood is the fruit of these states. 
In this sense the Dionysian man resembles Hamlet: both have 
once looked truly into the essence of things, they have gained knowledge, 
and nausea inhibits action; for their action could not change anything in 
the eternal nature of things; they feel it to be ridiculous or humiliating 
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that they should be asked to set right a world that is out of joint. 
Knowledge kills action; action requires the veil of illusion: that is the 
doctrine of Hamlet, not that cheap wisdom of Jack the Dreamer who 
reflects too much and, as it were，from an excess of possibilities does not 
get around to action. Not reflection, no - true knowledge, an insight into 
the horrible truth, outweighs any motive for action, both in Hamlet and in 
the Dionysian man. (The Birth of Tragedy, Section 7) 
Conrad knows very well what that ‘knowledge，is. The world in his works is 
devoid of meaning. Every creature creeps in his world with a blind joviality, puts his 
soul peacefully on the artificial social structure and the values entailed without realizing 
its artificiality. The recognition of this abyss brings Conrad and Nietzsche closer 
together. But the spirit of resisting this abyss sets them wide apart. Conrad, in his 
creative works, rather explicitly in some places and implicitly in some other, criticizes 
Nietzsche. He does not say much in documented essays and letters but ‘mad 
individualism of Nietzsche' seems to be good enough as a direction of where Conrad's 
critique is going. Conrad considers Nietzsche ‘mad，in a sense that Nietzsche's 'will to 
power' exists in the realm of intellectual speculation only. It is both impractical and 
impracticable. Nietzsche's notion of nihilism consists very much in the 'will to power' 
that overcomes itself. He is nihilistic in a sense that all existing values should be 
overcome, thus, the title of the unfinished book that would have been the very height of 
his philosophy, Revaluation of Values. In The Birth of Tragedy he writes: 'only as an 
aesthetic phenomenon is human life justified.' (Section 6) ‘ Will to power' is the will to 
acquire more power that exists in all life forms. The essence of being human is thus to 
manipulate this 'will to power' to be human: a constant strife, a constant struggle, to 
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overcome life in order to achieve a higher form of existence. 'In a man there is both 
creator and creature.' (Beyond Good and Evil, 225) War is to be waged against oneself 
so as to be a creature of one's creation. Rationality is a tool by which 'will to power' 
manifests itself to the creator. Through reason the creator can create; through reason a 
human can overcome himself in a constant battle of 'will to power' against itself - to be 
'overman'. A strong man's strength is measured not in the purity of his body but in the 
amount of diseases his body can bear. Therefore, for Nietzsche, the good life is the 
powerful life, the life of those who are in full control of their impulses and need not 
weaken them, and the good man is the passionate man who is in control of his passions. 
‘One must yet have chaos in oneself in order to give birth to a dancing star.' (Thus 
Spoke Zarathustra, Preface, 5) 'Will to power' is essentially a creative force. Nietzsche's 
aestheticism is an attitude towards life: 
'Giving style' to one's character - a great and rare art! It is exercised by 
those who see all the strengths and weaknesses of their own nature and 
then comprehend them in an artistic plan until everything appears as art 
and reason . . . I t will be the strong and domineering natures who enjoy 
their finest gaiety in such compulsion, in such constraint and perfection 
under a law of their own. (The Gay Science, 290) 
Conrad considers these ideas 'mad individualism'. He does feel the 'nausea' of 
'knowledge' that Hamlet suffers but contrary to Nietzsche's forever striving spirit, he 
assumes a 'noble detachment'. Perhaps there is a reason to Conrad's discreetness of 
Nietzsche's philosophy in documented essays and letters. Most probably he might have 
thought that Nietzsche's intentionally shocking and hyperbolical polemics are in bad 
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taste. This assertion itself is by no means hyperbolical. On many occasions Conrad 
seems to ridicule his philosophy and reduce it to satirical caricatures in his works. 
The Secret Agent, Heart of Darkness, and Under Western Eves are to be 
investigated here to show how Conrad ridicules Nietzsche's philosophy and what 
exactly Conrad's preferred attitude of 'noble detachment' is. The Secret Agent provides 
the most overt reference to Nietzsche. Conrad's choice of words in fashioning the 
Professor's thoughts makes the latter unmistakably a caricature of Nietzsche. As 
mentioned in previous chapters, all creatures in this novel are subject to the most 
merciless sarcasm of the narrator. All of them appear outrageously ridiculous. Among 
them the Professor is the most distinguished freak of freaks because of his elaborate 
philosophy vis-a-vis his gargoyle like appearance. When compared to other freaks in the 
story, the Professor is given a considerable length of treatment. The first clue that brings 
one's mind to Nietzsche's philosophy is the place of the Professor's entree. (The Secret 
Agent, 61) He makes his first appearance in the 'renowned Silenus restaurant'. (The 
Secret Agent, 67) George Butte in his essay suggests that this Silenus motif is rare and 
thus Conrad might have come across this Silenus motif in The Birth of Tragedy. 
According to him, the Silenus story comes from ‘A Letter to Apollonius’ in Plutarch's 
Moralia 2(176-79). The corresponding passage can be found in The Birth of Tragedy, 
aphorism 3: 
There is an ancient story that King Midas hunted in the forest a long time 
for the wise Silenus, the companion of Dionysus, without capturing him. 
When Silenus at last fell into his hands, the king asked what was best and 
most desirable of all things for man. Fixed and immovable, the demigod 
said not a word, till at last, urged by the king, he gave a shrill laugh and 
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broke out into these words: ‘Oh wretched ephemeral race, children of 
chance and misery, why do you compel me to tell you what it would be 
most expedient for you not to hear? What is best of all is utterly beyond 
your reach: not to be bom, not to be, to be nothing. But the second best 
for you is — to die soon.' 
In the original sense of Plutarch's book, this story is supposed to relieve man of the fear 
of death, for going on living may not be a good thing at all. But Nietzsche in The Birth 
of Tragedy reverses this meaning. Nietzsche's Silenus knows that human life is a horror, 
and that this knowledge in human beings produces nausea. At this point George Butte's 
demonstration is marvelous in pointing out Conrad' intriguing Silenus motif but he stops 
short from making the most crucial connection between Conrad and Nietzsche. Simply 
pointing out this motif is not sufficient to prove Conrad's 'uneasy debt' to the 
philosopher. ‘The renowned Silenus restaurant', if let stand on its own, may be simply a 
mere coincidence, as the footnote of the Oxford World Classics edition of the book 
states: ‘it could be based on some actual drinking place that was popular at the time.' 
(314) After all, the place is a beer-hall. The name Silenus may be simply arbitrary. 
Conrad's real ‘debt’ to Nietzsche would only become really 'uneasy' when the Silenus 
restaurant is put back into the context - it is the place of the Professor's entree. 
The Professor appears three times in the story, all of which are of considerable 
length. He first appears in Chapter IV in the Silenus restaurant; then in the streets he 
confronts Inspector Heat in Chapter V; and finally he goes back to the Silenus again in 
the last chapter. The renowned Silenus seems to be his haunt. In this light readers are 
introduced to the Professor's world. In this light, bit by bit, clues fall into place. In 
Chapter IV, before he gives free rein to his eloquence on his philosophy, Ossipon asks 
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him about his dealings in explosives. The Professor happens to be an expert on bombs. 
His self-proclaimed invincibility depends on a flask of explosives in his jacket which is 
connected to a detonator in his trousers pocket. His alleged readiness to detonate the 
bomb at any moment makes him feel invincible. His ideal project is ‘to invent a 
detonator that would adjust itself to all conditions of actions, and even to unexpected 
changes of conditions.' (67) This obsession of the Professor should instantly remind 
even those who are not familiar with Nietzsche's philosophy of his seemingly 
preposterous claim: ‘I am no man, I am dynamite.' (Ecce Homo, Why I am a Destiny, 1). 
Nietzsche's polemics never fail to shock and whatever that is shocking spreads swiftly to 
many an untutored ear. Even if Conrad had not read this later work, Ecce Homo, he 
would have heard of his 'ravings' as loud as this quotation. The Professor is virtually 
trying to transform himself into a bomb. He is a gross actualization of Nietzsche's 
boisterous claim. Indeed this caricature is rather cruel. The quotation is plucked out of 
the context to appear laughable and when it is actualized on a creature like this, it 
becomes even more laughably grotesque. Would Conrad be merely poking distasteful 
fun at Nietzsche by intentionally distorting his philosophy? Subsequent expositions of 
the Professor's ideas prove that Conrad has a surprisingly firm grasp on the essence of 
Nietzsche's philosophy. Conrad can be cruel, but never distastefully so. 
The path is carefully paved: first there is the ‘renowned Silenus' and then in it 
there is a bomb-obsessive Professor. However, these two alone do not make the 
Professor a caricature of Nietzsche. They may simply be coincidental. But one would 
notice that it is not merely a matter of chance when one observes closely the Professor's 
choice of words and style of speech. In the final chapter, the Professor's speech goes as 
follows: 
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. . . T h e weak! The source of all evil on this earth! [...] They are our 
sinister masters - the weak, the flabby, the silly, the cowardly, the faint of 
heart, and the slavish of mind. They have power. They are the multitude. 
Theirs is the kingdom of the earth. Exterminate! Exterminate! That is the 
only way of progress. It is! Follow me, Ossipon. First the great multitude 
of the weak must go, then the only relatively strong [...] 
I remain - if I am strong enough [...] Haven't I suffered enough 
from the oppression of the weak? [...] And yet / WMthe force.[...] 
Why? Let that be the hope of the weak, where theology has 
invented hell for the strong. [...] And force is a crime in the eyes of the 
fools, the weak and the silly who rule the roost. (303-309) 
All these would have been mistaken as something taken out directly from The 
Genealogy of Morals and Beyond Good and Evil. The diction employed is unmistakably 
Nietzschean. No one except Nietzsche speaks of ‘the weak', 'the strong’，'the force’，and 
'hell for the strong' in this manner. Even the style of speech is strikingly similar to 
Nietzsche's polemics: 
I am by far the most terrible human being that has existed so far; this does 
not preclude the possibility that I shall be the most beneficial. I know the 
pleasure in destroying to a degree that accords with my powers to 
destroy - in both respects I obey my Dionysian nature which does not 
know how to separate doing No from saying Yes. I am the first 
immoralist: that makes me the annihilator par excellence. (Ecce Homo. 
Why I am a Destiny, 2) 
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The remarkable likeness of their polemics makes inescapable the conclusion that the 
Professor is a Nietzschean. At least a large portion, if not all, of the Professor's ideas 
come from Nietzsche. But why is Conrad treating the philosopher so cruelly and 
mercilessly? 
Conrad gives a sudden twist to Nietzsche's philosophy by saying that the 
Professor depends on 'death'. The professor says: 
Their character is built upon conventional morality. It leans on the social 
order. Mine stands free from everything artificial. [...] They depend on 
life, which, in this connection, is a historical fact surrounded by all sorts 
of restraints and considerations, a complex, organized fact that open to 
attack at every point; whereas I depend on death, which knows no 
restraint and cannot be attacked. My superiority is evident (68). 
His contempt for conventional morality is evidently Nietzschean. Nietzsche strives for ‘a 
law of one's own', an independent creation of values. The twist that Conrad injects in 
the Professor's reasoning is the absurd conclusion 一 the Professor depends on death. 
This is at once a subtle and cruel joke on Conrad's part. The Professor's philosophy is 
presented as basically self-contradicting. Only in death can he actualize his 'force'. But 
even if he really set off the bomb he would only manage to destroy himself and sixty 
yards or so around him. He would not be able to blow up the whole civilization which he 
deems sick. What is worse is his faulty reasoning: material explosion will not lead to any 
ideological change. The Professor is thus made a coward in face of this embarrassing 
contradiction. Inspector Heat is not afraid of him at all when they meet in the street for 
he knows he will never set off the bomb. He cannot make out what class of person the 
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Professor is - he is at best a 'lunatic'. (97) Near the end of the story，Ossipon points out 
the Professor's contradiction bluntly in his face: 
You profess yourself to be one of the strong 一 because you carry in your 
pocket enough stuff to send yourself and, say, twenty other people into 
eternity. But eternity is a damn hole. It's time that you need. You — if you 
met a man who could give you for certain ten years of time, you would 
call him your master. (305-306) 
But certainly Conrad would not have really thought that Nietzsche depends on death by 
making this comparison, no matter how ignorant he could be. The point Conrad seems to 
be making here by this cruel 'death' joke is that Nietzsche's kind of ideal existence, if at 
all practical or practicable, would be as good as dead. Certainly he shares with Nietzsche 
the Silenus worldview, that 'knowledge' yields 'nausea'. But Conrad's way to face this 
nausea is the exact antithesis of his. Conrad stresses solidarity; Nietzsche stresses 
individualism. Conrad looks to a common human bond to counter the Silenus revelation; 
Nietzsche chooses to overcome it alone. Conrad does not believe in any form of violence, 
not even in the best sense of the word. Any destructive 'revaluation of values' would 
only result in death. Any individual attempt to escape from existing social values would 
also result in death. The Professor's 'ideal' morality can only be actualized in detonating 
the bomb, which practically means suicide. But intriguingly, his faulty reasoning has a 
spark of wisdom or fatal consequentiality in it: his thoughts are at once faulty and not 
really faulty: he vows not to depend on conventional morality. Then what else can he 
turn to? Naturally and inevitably, the only way out is death, for we have nothing beside 
conventionally morality. In Conrad's view, there is no individualistic revaluation of 
values. There is only either conventional morality or death. In Heart of Darkness and 
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Under Western Eves, Conrad again experiments with Nietzsche's individualism that 
invariably leads to destruction. 
If the Professor were the most overt reference to Nietzsche's philosophy, then 
Kurtz in Heart of Darkness would be the second. Nietzsche's Dionysian spirit in The 
Birth of Tragedy finds itself materialized fully in the person of Kurtz. The Dionysian 
represents 'intoxication', according to Nietzsche: 
Either under the influence of the narcotic draught, of which the songs of 
all primitive men and peoples speak or with the potent coming of spring 
that penetrates all nature with joy, these Dionysian emotions awake, and 
as they grow in intensity everything subjective vanishes into complete 
forgetfulness. (The Birth of Tragedy, Section 1, 36) 
Dionysus is the primitive force of life that resides in all life forms. It is a blind drive, a 
sheer directionless impulse. (A sharp reader would instantly see the resemblance 
between Sigmund Freud's libido and Nietzsche's Dionysian impulse. In fact, Freud 
admires Nietzsche's ingenuity and admits expressly Nietzsche's influence on his 
psychoanalysis. But of course, conceptually, the two notions are very different.) The 
Dionysian can be said to be a force of nature. Thus, in a sense, if a person is lost in it, or 
consumed by it, he loses all sense of individuation and becomes one with nature. 
Opposed to the Dionysian is Apollo. Apollo regulates Dionysus. It gives form to blind 
impulse: 
I see Apollo as the transfiguring genius of the principium individuationis 
through which alone the redemption in illusion is truly to be obtained; 
which by the mystical triumphant cry of Dionysian spell of individuation 
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is broken, and the way lies open to the Mother of Being, to the innermost 
heart of things. (The Birth of Tragedy, 16) 
Apollo is thus the god of sculpture; Dionysus the god of music. On one occasion in the 
Heart of Darkness. Marlow is tempted by the hysterical music and dancing in the jungle: 
The earth seemed unearthly. We are accustomed to look upon the 
shackled form of a conquered monster, but there — there you could look at 
a thing monstrous and free. It was unearthly, and the men were 一 No, they 
were not inhuman. Well, you know, that was the worst of it - this 
suspicion of their not being inhuman. It would come slowly to one. They 
howled, and leaped, and spun, and made horrid faces; but what thrilled 
you was just the thought of their humanity — like yours - the thought of 
your remote kinship with this wild and passionate uproar. Ugly. Yes, it 
was ugly enough; but if you were man enough you would admit to 
yourself that there was in you just the faintest trace of a response to the 
terrible frankness of that noise, a dim suspicion of there being a meaning • 
in it which you - you so remote from the night of first ages - could 
comprehend. (62-63) 
He feels the urge to join the orgy in the forest. These frenzied 'prehistoric men' dancing 
with 'black limbs' merge with the jungle to become something between human and 
inhuman. Marlow peers into it and it peers back into himself. He almost fails to resist the 
attraction. This overpowering force that mingles human and nature into one bulk is 
exactly Nietzsche's Dionysian impulse in the previous quote. This can be seen as a 
challenge from Dionysus which Marlow resists but to which Kurtz succumbs. This is 
what many critics fail to see or even if they did they would tend to over-interpret. Kurtz 
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is fuelled with this impulse and in a place without external moral restraint he opens the 
floodgate and let himself be drowned in it. In this sense, he is 'at one with nature': all 
the savagery, chaos, and discord, that belong to nature, find full expression through him 
and crown him the lord of the jungle - 'lord' not in the sense of 'control' but in that of 
'represent'. Kurtz does not own the jungle; instead, the jungle owns him. He becomes 
wilderness. 
Nic Panagopoulos in his book The Fiction of Joseph Conrad, which is one of the 
most comprehensive analyses of Conrad and Nietzsche, also points this out. But 
Panagopoulos exhibits a grave misunderstanding of Nietzsche by going one step further: 
he claims that Marlow is the Apollonian spirit that curbs the Dionysian flood. In Heart 
of Darkness, there are indeed many occasions where Marlow talks of the importance of 
‘restraint，1. Marlow fights off the impulse to join the orgies in the jungle by ‘work’： 
I went to work the next day, turning, so to speak, my back on the station. 
In that way only it seemed to me I could keep my hold on the redeeming 
facts of life. [...] The silent wilderness surrounding this cleared speck on 
the earth struck me as something great and invincible, like evil or truth, 
waiting patiently for the passing away of this fantastic invasion. (43-44) 
But what Conrad means by 'restraint' and ‘the redeeming facts of life' has nothing to do 
with Nietzsche's Apollonian spirit. The Apollonian spirit is a creative force that only 
makes sense when combined with the Dionysian. It is a spirit that regulates blind 
impulses and gives rise to art. In Nietzsche's later philosophy these two forces are 
merged into one thing, the 'will to power'. When this power overcomes itself, life 
becomes an aesthetic phenomenon - the only way that life is justified. What Marlow 
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does in the jungle has nothing to do with this kind of Apollonian self-creation. Nietzsche 
means 'confront and conquer', but Marlow is merely resisting with blunt force of 
tenacity. Nic Panagopoulos goes so far as to claim that Marlow's famous lie to 'the 
Intended' (123), which has been subject to innumerable ridiculous interpretations, is a 
manifestation of the Apollonian spirit. 'Lying' is obviously not what Nietzsche means 
by a self-overcoming artistic creation, unless Conrad had in mind Oscar Wilde's ‘the art 
of lying，，which seems absolutely ludicrous in this case. What Marlow does is simply 
plain lying. That is all. Conrad's 'restraint' means 'control' or 'suppress' — it is not 
active 'over-coming'; it is mere passive 'containment'. In face of the temptation to go 
wild in the jungle, he resists it by turning his attention to the work at hand. Focusing on 
work at hand means placing oneself back in a social context: Marlow focuses on the 
objective of his mission: to retrieve Kurtz from the Congo and to do anything that 
facilitates this retrieval, nothing more, nothing less. Marlow therefore focuses on finding 
rivets to fix his ship (53); the Company's chief accountant in a jungle station keeps up 
appearances and makes correct account entries of perfectly correct transactions in the 
wilderness (36); the Russian harlequin reads the book An Inquiry into Some Points of 
Seamanship in the middle of nowhere, in utter solitude (65). To all these Marlow says, 
'it 's backbone.' (36) Conrad elaborates on this notion of 'restraint' in an essay called 
'Well Done', a tribute to the Merchant Service: ‘For the great mass of mankind the only 
saving grace that is needed is steady fidelity to what is nearest to hand and heart in the 
short moment of each human effort.' (Notes on Life and Letters, 190-191) This attitude 
of restraint shows a huge difference between Conrad and Nietzsche when they face the 
frenzied Dionysus. Nietzsche's self-overcoming is a rapidly escalating process - life is a 
Heart of Darkness, 70，71，82’ 85. 
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constant battle against itself. The stronger the impulse is, the stronger the urge to 
overcome, the stronger life becomes. This aesthetic existence requires incessant 'evils' 
or obstacles to overcome in order to escalate. Conrad's 'restraint' is a slow, calm, and 
stable process: one should know one's work and place in an artificial social network of 
relationships: ‘A man is a worker. If he is not that, he is nothing.' (Notes on Life and 
Letters, 190) To ignore one's work and place is to lose one's head, as Kurtz does. To 
stick to one's work and place, all one needs is sheer tenacity. Kurtz's failure to resist 
Dionysus is a subtle critique of this self-overcoming philosophy. Such overcoming 
necessitates 'revaluation of values' and, eventually, the abandonment of values. 
Nietzsche requires us to create our own values. But is this at all possible? Kurtz is a 
learned man, the very cream of the crop of Western civilization. He bears the torch of 
Western civilization to the darkness of Africa. But when he is left in a moral vacuum, 
when he is allowed to abandon all Western values, can he create values for himself in 
utter solitude? He cannot. In a moral vacuum, Kurtz succumbs to the wilderness, driven 
by the wild force of life，Dionysus. Kurtz sees what Hamlet saw, the 'knowledge' that 
produces 'nausea'. The revelation of Dionysus kills Kurtz with this overwhelming 
'nausea', thus, the famous cry before he dies: ‘the horror! The horror!‘ (112) - The 
'horror' of the 'knowledge'. In Conrad's view, what Kurtz lacks is not the courage to 
overcome and create, but 'restraint'. To 'restrain' is to place oneself back to one's place. 
Like the Professor, Kurtz has nothing to depend upon beyond conventional morality. 
In Under Western Eves, a critique of Nietzsche can also be found. Individualistic 
revaluation of values is presented as impossible under the oppressive atmosphere of the 
Tsarist government. In this story the protagonist, Razumov, exhibits an incredibly strong 
'restraint' - he knows his place in society so well that he cares absolutely nothing about 
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things that do not concern his work at hand. The social construct, the Tsarist government, 
he takes for granted. He does not sympathize with his fellow students' cause of 
revolution. All he cares about is his duties as a university student. His goal is the silver 
medal of a government literature award which will get him into the government after 
graduation. But this time the predicament that Conrad's protagonist faces is not a matter 
of 'restraint'. He is trapped between two antagonistic social networks: the government 
and the rebels. 
Great restraint is shown in the contrast between Razumov's internal struggles 
and his external actions. He contains his thoughts so well that in the network of rebels 
not a soul can tell his genuine intentions. Even his love for Miss Haldin is safely 
concealed until the end. Any individual attempt to break away from social values is 
impossible. In a sense Razumov does get away from one system but only to arrive at 
another. His final endeavour to break free means death 一 he is beaten deaf and dumb by 
the rebels. Like the Professor and Kurtz, Razumov dies in the attempt to break free from 
conventional values of social networks. 
As shown in these three stories - The Secret Agent, Heart of Darkness, and 
Under Western Eves, Conrad offers subtle critiques of Nietzsche's philosophy. In the 
face of Dionysus, Conrad considers Nietzsche's overcoming as 'mad individualism'. 
The plain word 'restraint' seems to be the major key to Conrad's own philosophy. His 
outlook of life seems to be one of calm and sang-froid detachment. On more than one 
occasion he stresses that humanity is based on a handful of old indestructible values: 
Those who read me know my conviction that the world, the temporal 
world, rests on a few very simple ideas, so simple that they must be as old 
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as the hills. It rests notably, among others, on the idea of Fidelity. (A 
Personal Record, 16) 
Beside fidelity, restraint and solidarity also seem to be two of these ‘few very simple 
ideas.' These 'ideas' are not to be proved, but to be believed. Robert Penn Warren points 
out, in the Preface of Everyman's edition of Nostromo. that these are 'true lies' (xxiii). 
Ideas like Fidelity and Solidarity are lies we should tell ourselves. Without these, life is a 
misery. In this sense, dreams and illusions are as necessary as they are fake. Conrad's 
courage in face of the tremendous force of the Dionysian impulse lies exactly in this 
kind of sang-froid attitude. He peers through the planks that make up the flimsy bridge 
under his feet and looks into the abyss. He stays calm. Knowing that the flimsy bridge is 
the only thing between him and the abyss, he boldly chooses to believe in the strength of 
the bridge and enjoy the spectacle of life. His sang-froid in face of calamity is best 
expressed by Stein's speech in Lord Jim: 
A man that is bom falls into a dream like a man falls into the sea. If he 
tries to climb out into the air as inexperienced people endeavoured to do, 
he drowns - nicht wahr? ... No! I tell you! The way is to the destructive 
element submit yourself, and with the exertion of your hands and feet in 
the water make the deep, deep sea keep you up. 
One can imagine Nietzsche's answer to this analogy: 'the sea is as treacherous as the 
dream. It will not support you! Don't be deceived! By no means! Swim away from the 
sea to the shore with all your might! No matter what distance you should go. Prove to 
the sea you are stronger than she is, that you are never to be drowned and that you will 
never let her support you! For you despise her! To be overman you should not only 
swim as fast as you can to reach the shore, but also make a detour to a whirlpool or the 
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fiercest squall to make a stronger proof of your glorious existence! Swim into the 
whirlpool and squall and swim out of them! Triumphantly! With all your might! For this 
is the way that life is justified! By overcoming.' 
No doubt Nietzsche's genius bums fiercely. His striving spirit is most admirable 
and beautiful. But is it at all practical? Conrad's sang-froid is the gem of his experience. 
What Nietzsche lacks is experience as a human being in this rough world. Throughout 
his life he is either locked up in the ivory tower or at the top of a mountain. 
Intriguingly, the fictional worlds in the three Conrad's novels concerned are 
devoid of any of those 'very simple ideas'. They are, in a sense, Conrad's little 
experiments. Interpersonal relationships are plagued with suspicions, doubts, and 
intrigues. Almost none of the condemned creatures have the slightest faith in those ‘very 
simple ideas'. Solidarity and Fidelity are non-existent. One by one they approach their 
destructions. But still there are exceptions. There are a privileged few in the stories 
where they assume a 'noble-detachment': the language teacher in Under Western Eves. 
Marlow in Heart of Darkness, and the narrator of The Secret Agent. These three see life 
through and through. They assume the roles of audience and enjoy the spectacle of life 
as an aesthetic phenomenon. However, they are not avoiding life like cowardly ascetic 
priests: they are exactly those who can ‘to the destructive element submit [themselves]'. 
Alone they stay afloat. This inner strength that facilitates the 'noble detachment' is given 
full expression by Marlow, who sits like a Buddha, the very image of sang-froid, on the 
Nellie, to tell his adventure: 
He must meet that truth with his own true stuff - with his own inborn 
strength. Principles? Principles won't do. Acquisitions, clothes, pretty 
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rags - rags that would fly off at the first good shake. No; you want a 
deliberate belief. (63) 
After the above discussion, it should appear even more apparent why Conrad's 
nihilism is the 'kernel' while 'alienation' and 'impression' are its 'shells'. In Conrad's 
view, the world is disjointed 'parts' that can never make up a 'whole' without the 
necessary evils, the 'true lies'. The old world with concrete metaphysical support is now 
smashed into fragments. What are left are a ‘few very simple ideas' which are not meant 
to be proved but to be believed. These ideas alone can hold the world together. Without 
them, as shown in the stories, everything falls apart. This very 'falling apart' gives rise 
to 'alienation' and 'impressionism'. Stress is put on subjective perceptions and 
sensations devoid of any objectivity: the world appears to each his own unique way, 
subject to change, subject to whimsical elusiveness and one's idiosyncrasies. Time and 
space are so capricious that they can only be measured by the unit of temperament. All 
these add up to an impressionistic picture of the universe. 'Alienation' is also a natural 
consequence of this peculiar universe: each lives according to his own whimsical rules 
that prevent any kind of communion. To pull all these together, one requires inner 
strength. Conrad thinks that this inner strength is derived from a 'un-provable' faith -
the faith in solidarity and fidelity, the simple ideas - the only saving grace of humanity. 
However, it should not be mistaken as a Kierkegaardian 'leap' into the Christian faith. 
Such a leap back into the old and elaborate metaphysical system is incomprehensible to 
Conrad. In the modernist world, old systems are dead and stiff. The ‘few very simple 
ideas' are the essence of Conrad's sang-froid: the world is rough but never very 
complicated. In turn this sang-froid is the essence of his ‘noble-detachment’. A faith in 
those simple ideas, that are 'as old as the hills', renders life possible. 
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Conclusion 
After observing carefully the evidence given above we can see clearly that 
Conrad criticizes Nietzsche quite severely in many of his novels. In fact this is 
evident not only in Heart of Darkness, The Secret Agent, and Under Western Eves. 
Although Conrad says that Nietzsche's is ‘mad individualism', there are many 'mad 
individuals' in Conrad's stories: Lord Jim, Falk, Heyst, and Amy Foster's husband, to 
name but a few. Almost all of Conrad's stories offer subtle critiques of 
'individualism' to highlight the importance of human communion - solidarity. 
Conrad may offer critiques of Nietzsche, but then should he be considered a 
'philosophic novelist'? Apparently E. M. Forster does not think so: 
What is elusive about Conrad is that he is always promising to make some 
general philosophic statement about the universe and then refraining with a 
gruff disclaimer [which] suggests that he is misty in the middle as well as 
at the edges, that the secret casket of genius contains a vapour rather than a 
jewel; and that we need not try to write him down philosophically, because 
there is ... nothing to write. (Joseph Conrad: Critical Assessments IV. 287) 
In a sense, Forster is right. Joseph Conrad echoes this view in A Personal Record: 
'My attitude to subjects and expressions, the angles of vision ... will, within limits, 
be always changing - not because I am unstable or unprincipled but because I am 
73 . 
Dickson Cheung Ching Lap s02051120 - Mphil thesis - 2004 - Conclusion 
free.’ He does not feel responsible to be systematic in a discontinuous universe: ‘the 
fagade of a stable humanity is in fact the intimate alliance of contradictions. [...] Two 
universes may exist in the same place and in the same time - not only two but an 
infinity of universes.' (286) 
Whether to call Conrad 'philosophic' depends very much on how we define the 
term. If it means being analytic and systematic in prescribing normative rules, then 
certainly Conrad is not a 'philosophic novelist'. But what Conrad wrote opens many 
windows ‘to make us see，the world. Then could he be said to be 'philosophic'? 
Robert Perm Warren gives a very nice answer to this question: 
The philosophical novelist is one for whom the documentation of the world 
is constantly striving to rise to the level of generalization about values, for 
whom the image strives to rise to symbol, for whom images always fall 
into a dialectical configuration, for whom the urgency of experience, no 
matter how vividly and strongly experience may enchant, is the urgency to 
know the meaning of experience. (Introduction to Nostromo. xxxviii.) 
Conrad is philosophic in a sense that he slows down experience to offer us a glimpse 
into the eternal kernel of truth lying underneath all human experience: 
Even before the more seductive reveries I have remained mindful of that 
sobriety of interior life, that asceticism of sentiment, in which alone the 
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naked form of truth, such as one conceives it, can be rendered without 
shame, (xxxviii) 
Thinking over whether Conrad is philosophic or not does not mean that he needs to 
be inserted into the ranks of philosophers, nor does my attempt to compare him with 
Nietzsche mean that I want to praise one at the other's expense. The two giants are 
working in very different fields; both see the same truth but they go separate ways: 
the philosopher goes to 'pure reasoning'; the novelist goes to ‘experience，. Is one of 
them necessarily superior to the other? I believe Wittgenstein has a wonderful 
analogy that may serve as an answer: 
The more narrowly we examine actual language, the sharper becomes the 
conflict between it and our requirement. (For the crystalline purity of logic 
was, of course, not a result of investigation: it was a requirement.) The 
conflict becomes intolerable; the requirement is now in danger of 
becoming empty 一 We have got onto slippery ice where there is no friction 
and so in a certain sense the conditions are ideal, but also, just because of 
that, we are unable to walk. We want to walk: so we need friction. Back to 
the rough ground! (Philosophical Investigations, 107) 
Nietzsche sees the world of ‘ice，； Conrad sees the world of 'friction'. These two 
giants see the 'darkness' underneath existence: one turns to philosophic analysis; the 
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Other turns to experience. Are these two mutually exclusive? Is one necessarily better 
than the other? By no means. In fact, saying that Nietzsche is 'impractical' is as 
unjust as blaming Conrad for being ‘unsystematic，. The truth is actually ‘as old as 
the hills' — we, to be human, need both: we need the ideal world of ‘ice’ as something 
to strive for, and we need the world of ‘friction，so that we can walk. Wittgenstein's 
exclamation is most enlightening: 'Back to the rough ground!' 
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